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L cats and light bulbs 


"Have you met the neighbours yet?" 


"Nope, and honestly it kinda feels like the whole building is half empty. Like I've heard someone walking in the 
hallway twice in two days." | report to Eva over the phone. Her and Gwen are back in San Diego visiting their 
families, as is Lizzy visiting hers in New York. As for me, | couldn't be arsed to go back to DC; I've already 


seen my family once this year and that's about as much as | need. 


So there | am, in our new top-floor apartment which was about the only four bedroom place that we could 
actually afford. It kinda makes me feel anxious now thinking about what a bedlam this is gonna be once my 
three roommates come back to Seattle. | was the designated mover for all four of us though, since well, I'm 
the only one in the city right now, so | had to drag Eva's bags of shoes, Gwen's document folders, and Lizzy's 
stupid useless mattress all the way from the other side of the city. On the upside, | got to take the bedroom 
with a skylight: 


So there | am. A fresh University of Washington graduate. For the first time in almost two decades I'm not 
supposed to start writing essays and working for grades that don't mean shit this September. Feels good, man. 


"Gwen says you should just go knock on someone's door with some stupid pretext and introduce yourself” Eva 


relays the message to me. 


"Since when is Gwen so interested in making friends?" 


Eva laughs a little and | know all too well that's an expression of agreement. "At least you'd have something to 


do for the next six days until we get back." 


"Yeah, no, I've been shredding away before you called, I'm using this solitary time to rekindle my love for the 


Jazzmaster." 


"That's a good girl, get it out of your system before | get back" 


"Oh fuck!" It took that long for my train of thought to fall of the rails. "I forgot to buy light bulbs again" To 
be fair, | only just remembered that because | can see the reds and yellows of the sunset crawling into the 
apartment from the living room window. | was working today; | work at this thrift shop, they have everything 
from gym socks that Shaq might have worn once to mixtapes that have witnessed disastrous love affairs and 
break ups. Its an okay place, especially for someone like me who enjoys digging through all sorts of random 
weird shit to pass the time, but the owner and her mother are hands down the two most annoying, bitter, out 
of touch with reality women I've ever met. "Well that calls for another night eating ice cream dinner in front 
of the TV. Why isn't there anyone left in Seattle to hang out with?" | whine thinking about how a lot of our 


friends moved away after graduation 


"See, this is exactly why you need to go meet the neighbours." 


"Yeah, I'll just be like-" 


"What?" Eva asks after a silent pause which occurred when | heard a knock on the door; not so much a knock 


as a bang really. 


"Someone's at the door." 


"Well go get it" 


| don't know why but | sometimes get anxious about opening the door or answering the phone; it's not that l'm 
scared of people, but | guess | just get way too comfortable being by myself sometimes and it startles me 
when I'm suddenly being forced to communicate with someone. "Okay. Just so you know, this is probably how | 


die. Tell Gwen I'm still sorry about that sweater | burnt a hole in two years ago on the day after Christmas." 


"Okay." Eva chuckles lightly and | hear whoever's at the door banging on it again. "I'll see you in a few days." 


"If I'm not dead." 


| make my way through the apartment that feels like an oven tonight since it's the very beginning of 
September and the sun still heats the world up, and that combined with the cheap roofing is never a pleasant 
experience. This better be someone good, I'm really not in the mood for dealing with desperate salesmen or.. 
whoever else it could be.. | have no idea what | was expecting to find on the other side of the door but when | 
see two grungy looking guys they somehow don't seem out of place at all, almost like | was anticipating their 
arrival. One's got a ridiculous frizzy mop of curls that makes him look like he's just been electrocuted and the 


other one's beaming at me with his baby blues that go so incredibly well with his baby face as | scan them. 


"Hil" The one that looks kind of like a mad scientist greets me with a big grin, and his voice sounds husky and 
deep, and there's a certain kind of patience in it. He doesn't say anything else and neither does his baby faced 
friend. 


If they're our new neighbours, | have to say I'm equal parts pleased and curious. The only thing holier than 
their jeans is the Holy Spirit and | couldn't tell what colour or shape their t shirts were originally supposed to 
be because they're so worn down, which is exactly my kind of fashion. Eva gives me so much shit for wearing 
shoes until they literally fall apart or trying to cover up permanent stains on my t shirts with sweaters and 
flannel instead of buying new, clean stuff, but | refuse to spend money on trivial stuff like that. As long as | 


can put it on and it keeps me warm, I'll wear it and spend my pay checks on more exciting things. 


"So the Jehovah's Witnesses have made some serious budget cuts, huh?" 


The mad scientist croaks a laugh at my remark and while | have no idea what they want from me, there's not 


a scintilla of doubt that l'm already intrigued. 


"Are you the new neighbour?" 


"Does it look like | could be, given that you just knocked on my door?" | feel a small smile curve my lips as | 


retort. 


"Do you live alone?" The mad scientist peers inside my apartment over my shoulder. 


"Yes, but not for long." 


"Who are you gonna live with?" The other one asks and his voice is much gentler. 


s This a population census survey‘ 
"Is this a populat y?" 


"We were just having a little.." He points a thumb behind him, at a door across the hall from mine, and pauses 
briefly, choosing his words. "get-together. So um, we just wanted to properly greet Mark's new neighbours, if 


you wanna join us for a beer." 


"Uh..." | take a glance behind me; infuriatingly daft TV shows and ice cream or random weirdos and beer, hmm... 
This is exactly the kind of thing that would drive my friends crazy if they could see what I'm about to do, but 
| mean why the hell not? If these are the people we're gonna have to share our general existing space with, | 


might as well make myself acquainted with them. "Sure." 


"Fuckin! A. And by beer Danny actually meant vodka shots." The mad scientist rasps out as | step away from 


my doorway. 


"Is it bad that I'm leaving my place unlocked?" | hesitate between the two apartments while Baby Face Danny is 
already one leg inside this Mark guy's apartment. "Is it bad that | just told you I'm leaving my place unlocked 


and that I'm agreeing to come with you?" 


"No, this is a shit apartment block, no one comes here to steal stuff" The mad scientist throws his arm 
around my shoulders and ushers me towards the door that Danny is holding open. "It's all fucking fine, don't 
worry, we're friendly people. I'm Matt, by the way. Matt Lukin" He thrusts his other hand into mine for a 


clumsy shake and | squeeze it a little with an amused smile etched into my features. 


"Katie Novak." 


"im Dan" Baby Face restates quite unnecessarily as we follow him inside. 


"Peters." Matt adds nodding his head at his friend, his arm still resting around my shoulders. 


The apartment opens up straight into the living room, part of which is obscured by a wall of jackets, what 
looks like a blanket, and a pair of jeans hanging off a coat rack that serves as a semi-wall. Before we get any 
deeper into the room, | can hear music and voices talking over it, and after stealthily glancing around | notice a 
doorless arch leading into the kitchen, an ajar bathroom door, and another one, closed - probably the bedroom. 
The whole place looks a lot darker than our new apartment, partly because the sun is gone on this side 
already, but there's also some kind of darkness in the aura of it. It smells funny, too. It smells kind of like stale 
beer, cheap aftershave, weed, and a hint of fresh paint. 


‘Its a girl" Matt gently pushes me into the middle of the room and | finally see the owners of the two voices 
talking over the music coming from the TV. They're drowning in the couch and in a cloud of herbal smoke, and 
one's got dirty blonde shoulder length hair and the other one's sporting a head full of brown curls, a lot 
shorter though, but long enough to hide his eyes. 


"Indeed it appears to be a girl" The curly haired guy looks up at me with a smile and chuckles a little; he's got 
a funny laugh. "Care for a smoke?" He lifts himself off the couch just a little, holding half a lit joint out for 
me, and | take it with a small shrug. 


"Thanks. So um, which one of you is Mark?" Really? That's the question | go for to dispel the awkwardness? 


"Am | famous already?" The blonde guy pops his eyes at me, pressing his fingertips against his chest, and 


when he flashes a grin at me l'm pretty sure I've never seen a bigger smile on an real-life human being. 


"Very." | assure him with a goofy smile, exhaling the smoke as | do. 


"l'm Steve, by the way." The curly haired guy lifts his hand in a small wave. 


"m- 


"Katie Novak" Matt announces proudly, as though the fact that he already knows my name makes him 


superior to his friends. 


"Everyone usually just calls me Kat though.." | note none too loudly; | don't mind either, it's just that | get Kat 


more often. 


"Kat? Like a cat, the little furry animal?" 


"Your name is a verb, so.." | rebuke Mark's taunting before it gathers momentum while Dan hands me a 


freshly opened bottle of beer and | in turn give him the joint. 


"And his last name is Arm." 


"Arm?" | look at Dan who's entire face is lit by a smile, and | can't help but feel some sort of brotherly 


affection towards him, right off the bat. 


"Yep." 


“Amazing...” 


"So how do you like our place?" Matt asks plopping down on the couch between Mark and Steve, and starts 
zapping through the TV channels. 


"Technically, it's my place. Matt just comes here to sleep on the couch." Mark pats the armrest while Steve 
stands up and a second later motions his hands for me to take his seat instead, and | do. 


"I didn't know there were single bedroom apartments in this building." | take a look around and then my eyes 
land on Mark's face. 


"Who do you live with?" 


‘Is gonna be me and my three roommates. But they're not back in Seattle yet" 


"Female roommates?" Matt inquires without tearing his gaze off the TV screen 


"Yeah." 


"Are they hot? And single? But most importantly, are they easy?" 


"Don't be creeped out by him." Steve remarks and | shift my attention to him; he's got a really friendly smile, 
and so far it seems to match his personality perfectly. "Hey, was it you playing guitar the other day?" 


"Uh, yeah." 


"Told you it wasn't the old hagfish from down the hall" Steve points a finger at Mark with a triumphant smile. 


"Well that's a huge disappointment. Imagine how much cooler our band could be if we had an old lady on the 
lead. We'd be like..actually cool." 


"Oh, you guys are in a band?" 


"Yeah, it's called." 


Dan barely has time to get the words out before they all shout, "MUDHONEY!" as if on cue and | flinch a little 
and then laugh. 


"Great name. | didn't hear..anything though. Like | was beginning to think I'm the only person in the building.” 


"Well we have a practise space, if that's what you mean, Kat." Mark leans slightly back and looks at me with 


the same huge smile. 


"Sort of." Steve adds. 


e jusT practise wherever we can, mostly. Dan continues. 
"We just pract h tly.” D t 


"Or don't practise at all" Matt beams at me as | take a sip of my beer. 


"We do sometimes practise down in the laundry room though, heads up." Mark concludes tapping his fingers 


against the top of the backrest of the couch behind Matt. 


‘My roommates are gonna hate that" | cackle gleefully and Mark arches his eyebrows at me before looking 
away. "They're pretty hot though." | nudge Matt lightly with my shoulder, even though l'm about ninety nine 
percent sure none of my three flatmates are going to want to have anything to do with these guys - Gwen's 
got a certain type of people she likes to hang out with, Eva's prejudiced against musicians, and Lizzy's not 
weird enough. 


* * * 


‘lm a fucking idiot." | mumble to myself closing the apartment door behind me. | forgot to buy the light bulbs 
again, the only one that's working in this apartment is in the bathroom, and that somehow feels like a priority, 
but | still need light in others rooms. 


| stayed at Mark's place for nearly two hours last night, which gave me time to decide that agreeing to go 
into a stranger's apartment when asked by two other strangers was a positively good decision. Especially 
having in mind the alternative would have been sitting in front of the TV alone. I'm not the greatest at reading 


people by any means, but | feel like these guys aren't half bad. And hey, Mark might as well have some spare 
light bulbs for all | know. 


| roll my eyes by force of habit as | find myself stood in front of his door and knock on it three times. Silence. 
| try again and the hear footsteps before the door flies open and Mark's blonde head sticks out and looks 


around. 


‘Oh, hey, Kat" He stresses my name as a smirk finds its place on his lips. "Whats up?" 


| don't want you to think the only reason | care about this young friendship is material gain, but would you 
happen to have any spare light bulbs that | could borrow?" 


"Um.." Mark straightens up a little and taps his index finger against his lips before swiftly turning around. 


"Yeah, come in" 


"You don't look like the kind of person who'd go out of his way to meet and greet new neighbours, you know." | 
say in a burst of honesty as | follow him into the middle of the living room. 


"| dont?" 


‘Not really, no." 


"How many light bulbs do you need?" 


"Two would be nice." 


"It was Matt's idea. It was his three-beers-in idea" Mark explains without looking at me as he climbs on the 
backrest of the couch and reaches for the lamp. "He's a people's person" 


"Do you know what spare means?" | ask sarcastically as | watch him, mentally preparing myself to either duck 
or try to catch him any second now should he topple over while unscrewing the bulb, which seems more than 


likely. 


"How dare you march in here with your poisonous sarcasm and dismiss my selfless act of kindness?" He finally 
got the light bulb and jumped off the couch right in front of me, holding it up before my face, and | take it 


with a mockingly apologetic smile. 


"Do forgive me, Mark. So if Matt hadn't gotten just tipsy enough | wouldn't be getting these light bulbs now?" | 
wonder out loud as | follow Mark into the kitchen where he climbs on the table and repeats the bulb removal 


procedure once again. 


"Sounds like you owe him a complimentary fruit basket. Anyway, | won't need these tonight." He hands me the 
second bulb once he's on the ground again and grabs an apple from the table before following me out of the 
kitchen. "Just buy some tomorrow and stop being rude to your friendly neighbours." 


"Okay, I'll do that. Thank you." | nod at him once we're in the hallway and he's locking the apartment door behind 


him. 


"Have a good, illuminated night, Katie Novak" Mark takes a bow complete with a tip of his imaginary hat and 
turns to walk towards the staircase while | step over to my own apartment door. 


"You too, Mark Arm." 


2. cupcakes, anniversaries, and a study in hotness 


| bend over to look under the last washing machine in the laundry room and.. "Bingo!" | slip my fingers under it 
and fish out a quarter that some lazy idiot didn't bother to pick back up. | straighten up and as | do, my eyes 
trip over a figure standing in the doorway of the basement. She's holding a basket with dirty clothes propped 

against her hip and has one eyebrow raised so high it completely disappeared under her auburn bangs. 


When Dan and Lukin dragged Katie in like two cats who had just hunted their first mouse the other night, | 

could swear I'd seen her somewhere before. | kinda still feel like | might have bumped into her somewhere at 
least; then again, she said she'd been living in Seattle for uh..a few years? | think it was four? Yeah, probably 
four, she mention something about college, it's probably four. So thats not impossible, | could have just seen 


her on the street. Anyway.. "Hi, neighbour." | greet her with a brief wave of my hand. 


"What were you doing just now?" She takes a few steps closer and sits the laundry basket on the edge of one 
of the washing machines at the end of the row while | slip the quarter into my jeans pocket. 


“Saving twenty five cents on a phone call." 


She gives me a weird look, as if weighing me up, her hazel eyes drilled into mine, and | make a point of not 


blinking as | put the biggest, stupidest smile on Lets see how that'll go over with her. 
"Do you not have a phone?" Katie breaks our gaze ant starts loading the machine with her clothes 
"| do 

"And yet, you're gleaning for coins in the laundry room. Interesting. 


| slowly start to make my way towards the exit, keeping my eyes on her as she speaks without looking at me. 


"Not very. It's actually the opposite of interesting when you think about it" 

"How come?" 

"| wanna call someone and don't want to leave my number." That's true. And that's probably as much of it as 
this nosy fiery-haired creature needs to know, so | don't tell her that it's my father's birthday today and l'm 
going to call him to wish him a happy one and continue to have my parents believe | don't in fact have a 


telephone so that | remain to be in control of how often we talk. 


"See, that just makes it more interesting. I'll remember this when the FBI come knocking on my door, asking 


about a hiding prison escapee or something." 


"Don't rat me out too cheap though, | hear you can get good money for that kind of information 


"lll keep that in mind" She looks up at me and taps her finger against her temple as | take a few steps 
backwards until I'm in the doorway. "Oh, | bought some light bulbs." 


"Perfect. | was beginning to worry you weren't gonna give them back. And, you know, | couldn't even got to the 


police about it" Or actually, I'd totally forgotten about them since last night, but whatever. 
"l'm a man of my word | left them at your door since no one answered" 

"Hmm doesn't sound like the smartest idea, leaving stuff out in the hallway, but okay. Thanks." 
"Lukin said this place is too shitty to have any thieves lurking around." 


| really have no fucking idea whether she's joking or being serious, which probably shows in my face for a split 


second before | smile condescendingly. "You're way too gullible, Novak." 


"Maybe you're too sceptical" She pulls her shoulders into a shrug and slams the washer lid down, and | can 
see a new thought cross her features. "Weren't you in a different band before Mudhoney?" 


"| was." 
"Like, a few years ago?" 
"Yeah. | Was in Green River up until last year." 


Katie chuckles glancing down, actually she barely makes a sound and just sort of breathes out a silent laugh. "I 


thought your voice sounded familiar. I've seen you play once, like three years ago." 


"Have you now? Mudhoney's better though. I'll let you know when we have a gig so you can come compare the 


two." 


"Cool." She bobs her head in agreement and gives me a brief smile before shifting her attention to the washing 


machine in order to turn it on. 
"Okay, well um, I'll see you around. Work on being a little more sceptical in the meanwhile.’ 
"Later, Mark Arm." 


* eK 


| run up the stairs since the elevator is broken, again, and as soon as | reach the fifth floor an unusual smell 
tickles my nose, something herbal, almost like a very, very strong tea if an invisible hand was holding a cup of 
it right before my face. As | get closer to my apartment the scent gets even stronger, and | guess it's not 
that bad once you get used to it. It's definitely coming from Katie's apartment... Incense, it has to be incense. 


| almost don't notice a little box by my door with my mind elsewhere, staggering a little when | nearly crush it 
with my foot. | pick it up and open it as | kick the door shut behind me, and the contents of it make my 
eyebrows pull together; there's two light bulbs and two cupcakes squeezed in between them, and a note with 
‘not poisonous’ scribbled in purple ink. It's just a thank you thing, | guess, but seriously, who the fuck does 
that? Did she actually bake these cupcakes herself? Like, thats pretty weird, man. That's kind of like the sweet 
old lady next door thing and when you're five; adult neighbours don't really give each other cupcakes. 
Whatever, doesn't mean | can't enjoy it. Plus, when | sink my teeth into one of the cupcakes my stomachs 
growls approvingly and it tastes good enough to make me want to eat the second one too, even if 


they were poisonous. 


| drop the box with one bulb and one cupcake on the end of the couch and go into the kitchen to fix the light, 
so to speak. Hey, that's kind of ironic, huh? Eating mini cakes on my father's birthday. Here's to you, old man, 


"What's that smell in the hall?" 


| nearly fall off the kitchen table feeling my heart skip a beat when Kristine's voice startles me. | hate it when 
she does that; | hate it when she comes over without telling me and | hate it when she just lets herself in. 


"That'd be the weird neighbour." Fuck, | coulda fell and knocked my damn teeth out or something. | leap off the 
table the second my feet touch the floor Kristine captures my face between her bony hands and kisses me. | 


mean, | do like this part but | still coulda knocked my teeth out.. 


"You've not shaved again?" She pulls away and wrinkles her nose at me like my mere two day stubble is the 


most repulsive thing. 
"Didn't have time." | free myself from her reach and go back into the living room to screw in the second bulb. 
"Why do | feel like you don't remember what day today is?" 


| pretend | didn't hear since | really have no idea what day today is. | don't even know what day of the week it 
is. | got fired from my last job at dry cleaner's a week ago and that was my only way of keeping track of time 
- for example, if my boss yelled at me for not showing up the day before it meant it was Tuesday and | had 


accidentally extended my weekend over into Monday. 


"Mark?" Kristine clicks her tongue with a pout and her arms folded over her chest. That's another thing | can't 
stand about her; when she acts like my mother, making me feel like I'm in trouble with her. "Mark, it's the 
fifth. It's our fucking four month anniversary.” 


| finish screwing the light bulb in and roll my eyes with my back turned to Kristine as | get off the couch. 
What does it even matter? We've been seeing each other for four months, fine. Why does it have to be a 
thing though? This wasn't even supposed to be a relationship type of thing, and now | have to remember 
stupid anniversary dates and feel like an ass for being bad at it. Everything was so fucking wonderful for the 


first month, but then questions like ‘do you refer to me as your girlfriend when you're talking to people? and 
‘where were you last night?” started and l'm just not into that sort of thing. 


But | do like her, not just out of loneliness, which was kind of the case in the beginning. | guess l'm used to her 
now and | like hanging out with her. "That's why I'm treating you to an exquisite home cooked candlelight 
dinner." | link my hands behind her waist and her expressions softens, probably partly because she wasn't 
really expecting me to remember ‘our anniversary’ anyway. "| might not actually have candles though." 

‘Oh, but you actually have food? That's a first" Kristi teases me with a coy little smile. 

"Where we lack food my excellent culinary skills will fill in the gaps." | joke with a smirk. 

‘Oh and you have culinary skills, too? You never stop surprising me, Mark!" 

* * 

"When did he get hot though, am | right?" Eva laughs out with a smirk and | curl my upper lip in a pout. 

| really wouldn't call him hot" | wouldn't. | never thought the guy was anywhere near attractive back when I'd 
see him San Diego and that didn't change when | moved to Seattle and we found out he was now living here too 
and playing drums for this band called Soundgarden. He kind of looks like a fish to be honest, and I'm not into 
blonde guys either way. "He's totally your type though, you should go for it” 

"That's not even true, | just think he's a good looking guy compared to a lot of douchebags around here." Eva 
unloads another bag from the trunk and hands it to me, and | just put it down on the ground like the other 
three. 

"Well, he is the best looking one in his band, I'll give him that." 


"Why am | even talking to you about this, it's like anyone who's not at least half Greek god is not worthy of 


your attention 
“That's not a bad thing though, | respect myself too much to settle for anyone I'm not crazy about." 


"Maybe." Eva shrugs closing the trunk with one hand and then her eyes suddenly grow huge as she points at 
something next to me. "Gwen!" 


| react just in time to catch our brand new handmade bong from sliding off one of the bags and save it from 


shattering before we ever got to use it; although, to be honest, we all know Kat is gonna be using it the most. 


Eva and | manage to grab all of our bags not wanting to take a second trip down and up again since Kat warned 


us the elevator's still broken, and we squeeze inside through the front door. It's not as nice at the last place | 


lived, but we couldn't go too crazy; | don't even have a job right now and my parents aren't going to be 
supporting me anymore, like at all. So this will do. At least the staircase doesn't smell like piss or something. 


"| saw her talking to a cat. Totally unironically. Like not like pet talking, but as if the cat was an actual human 
person." There's two guys walking down the stairs and Eva and | pause to let them through. The blond one 
flashes us the biggest grin as though we know each other and his curly haired buddy motions his hand for us 


to proceed on our way up once they free up the path, and we do. 
"Interesting." | hear one of them drawl below us. 


‘Interesting, very." The other one agrees and they keep repeating the word ‘interesting’ and laughing like fucking 
stoners until | cant hear them anymore. 


We finally reach our apartment with the number 36 on the door Eva rings the bell a couple of times before 
the door swings open to reveal a smiling Kat. "Welcome, my children. Come in, come in" She grabs a couple of 
our bags and we follow her inside. 


Lizzy's there already too, and we all take a moment to say hi and hug each other after a while of being apart; 
a little over a month to be more precise. It feels good to be back and reunited with my girls, they really do 
feel like family to me, and even though they can annoy the fuck out of me sometimes, | love them and I'm 


excited to start living together, the four of us. 


"You know what, Kat and | just realised that our apartment is called geek" Lizzy announces happily with that 
big smile that makes her look like any little thing she's talking about is the most exciting shit ever. 


"What?" Eva and | ask in unison. 

"GEEK.. Gwen, Eva and Elizabeth, Katie." 

"We felt like glek didn't quite had that nice ring to it" Kat adds making us all laugh. 
"We could be.. No, geek's the only thing that works." Eva nods. 


"Anyway, if you guys aren't too exhausted after your little road trip we should totally head out to listen to 
some live music tonight. There's that band Alice In Chains playing.’ 


| hear Eva give a positive answer to Kat's suggestion as | begin to look around the apartment. When we walked 
in through the door we ended up between the kitchen area and a dingy brown couch that actually looks like it's 
pretty comfortable. There's two doors on the left, a dining table with mismatched chairs in the middle of what 
| assume is our living room area. Then there's a couple doors on the far right forming a ninety degree corner, 
and as | walk further into the apartment the dark floorboards squeak under my feet a little and | find a sort 
of a snip of a corridor that's hiding one more door and ends with another, smaller couch in front of a window. | 
open that door and peek into an empty bedroom. 


"That's mine, Gwen, | chose that one already." Lizzy reports to me from the kitchen 
"Anyway, so are you up for going out tonight?" 
| nod at Kat's question and go for another door. "Yeah, but | wanna take a nap first" 


* eK 


"You do realise the soles of your chucks are literally about to fall off, any day now?" Eva's slating Kat when | 


emerge from the bathroom after doing my makeup. 

"Yeah. But I'll just steal a pair of your shoes if that happens, not like you'd notice anyway." 

"l'Il admit | have a problem if you will” 

"You have a problem." Kat smirks at Eva and earns herself a playful punch in the stomach. 

"Hey, were you talking to any cats lately?" 

| chuckle at Eva's question remembering the two guys on the stairs and Kat nods yes. "Why?" She asks. 

"We passed these two guys talking about someone chatting with a cat, so | just assumed it had to be you." 
"What guys?" 

"These greasy looking douchebags. One was staring at us really weird" | recount the events wondering if all of 
our neighbours are like that, and more importantly if the ones across the hall, the ones that Kat's been talking 
about, are like that. 

"What did they look like?" 

"One had this dirty blonde hair and the other one had this uh.." Eva attempts to act out the other guy's 
haircut by wiggling her fingers around her head, but Kat's apparently tuned into the same weirdo frequency, 
judging by the knowing smile on her face. 

"That's Mark Arm and Steve." 


"Mark Arm?" 


"Yeah, the guy from across the hall." 


"Are those seriously the people you actually said nice things about?" Eva asks very slowly, although its more 
for a comic effect, while | genuinely feel tricked by Kat's tales about these cool, friendly guys. Then again, this 


is Kat we're talking about. Her own weirdness only attracts other weirdos, so.. 


l'm the designated driver tonight. We've been sharing Eva's beat up, pale blue [776 Falcon sedan for a while now, 
or well, kind of. Kat and Lizzy don't know how to drive, but they'll chip in for the petrol when they need either 
me or Eva to drive them somewhere or if we're all taking a trip, or whatever. It's a pretty good deal, we 
manage somehow. Anyway, its my turn to be the chauffeur tonight and | drive us to Central Tavern; it's a 
pretty tiny place, but its one of my favorites because the booze isn't too expensive and there's almost always 
someone who's willing to pay for me anyway. Not that it matters tonight; I'm a responsible driver. 


The band's already playing when we get there and the first thing my lovely roommates do is make a beeline 
for the bar counter, which leaves me in a crowd swaying like a stormy sea and slowly pushing me closer to 


the stage. 


Now ‘this is what | call hot. It takes me like three seconds to notice the bass player, and even though I'm not 


that into guys with long hair, his handsome face looks like it could convince me to change my mind. 

| got you a root beer." Kat thrusts a bottle into my hand, 

"Ew | don't like root beer." 

‘Oh, | didn't know that.. Well, don't drink it if you don't wanna." 

"No, it's fine, it's better than nothing" | return my attention to the stage and my eyes find the bassist again. 
Damn, he's really hot. | tug at Eva's t shirt and nod my head at the band when she looks at me. "What do you 
think of the bass player?" 


"Um... | don't know, | wanna call him pretty" She grins at me. "Your type, really.” 


| nudge her away with a laugh; of course I'll look at the pretty guy first, that's how these things work. First 
you notice looks and then hope the personality matches the face. 


| take a sip of the root beer and wipe my lips with my fingers. It's actually not that bad, but Kat could have 
still remembered | don't like it. | make a point of not finishing the drink and when the band leaves the stage 
after their last song | set the bottle with a little less than half of its contents still inside on the end of the 


bar counter. | can see Lizzy talking to some friends and Kat and Eva are laughing at something together. 
"Did you take a good enough look at me?" 


| turn my head at the voice purring next to my ear and find myself staring at none other than the hot 
bassist. He's got a smug smirk on his face, yet his pillowy lips seem to be locked into a permanent pout. And if 


that's possible, he looks even hotter from this close, and he probably knows it, which | can't help but find 


attractive. 


"No idea what you're talking about" | push my hair back, away from the right side of my face, and mirror his 
smirk. "I'm here for the music." 


"Of course. So did you enjoy the show?" 
"| don't know, I've seen better." 


"Have you?" He chuckles a little at my cheekiness and a quiet pause ensues before he holds up his hand for 
me to shake. "lm Mike." 


"l'm Gwen" 


* eK 


‘Oops, sorry." The blond guy that | recognise as the guitarist of the band apologises to Kat for nearly knocking 
her drink out of her hand. Pretty polite for a rising rock god. 


‘Its fi-Hey, dude, nice show!" She beams at him once she realises who it is and he matches her smile with one 


of his own 
“Thanks! Nice shirt!" He points at an AC/DC logo on her chest. 
"Thanks!" 


"So you guys having a good time?" The guy finally acknowledges my existence too and we both nod. "Cool, cool. | 
wasn't really feeling it tonight, to be honest..." 


"Aw that's a bummer. | really enjoyed the uh.. Queen Of The Rodeo?" 


"Yeah, Queen Of The Rodeo. Thanks. Hey, I'm Jerry, by the way." The guy plops his hand flat against his chest 


when | return my gaze to him from watching Gwen talking to the bassist for a moment. Fucking get it, Gwen! 


‘lm Kat, and this is Eva, and I've been gushing to her about how what a neat player you are the whole night 
but you don't need to thank me. | take cash." Katie takes it upon herself to do the introductions. Seriously, this 
is why | love her; this is why | need to hang out with her after spending time with Gwen. Kat has this natural 
instinct to be good to people and even if she can go a little overboard sometimes, it's still better than Gwen's 


constant social nihilism. 


"And | kept agreeing so | probably deserve at least twenty percent of that" 


The three of us chat for a while until Jerry gets dragged away by the drummer and as Kat and | are elbowing 
our way towards the bar | point out Gwen who's a few feet away from us, still talking to the bassist. 


"How the fuck does she do it? She just picked that guy right when we walked in and now he's looking at her like 


a puppy waiting for her commands." 


"| personally wouldn't want that superpower. | like things a little more complicated, a little more vague.. Like, 
how soon will | blow my chance with someone by saying something really fucking stupid or disgusting, or both, 
you know." 


"Yeah, yeah..." | roll my eyes with a laugh; Kat's problem is that she's always so damn oblivious when a guy 
likes her that they eventually just give up. My problem is that | always fall for the wrong guy. So if | could, | 
would totally take that superpower. How great would that be? I'd just point at a guy | like and he'd be at my 
feet. 


"Oh god, she's doing that hair whipping thing again. Good Lord, please grant the poor guy strength." Kat cackled 
huskily when we reach the counter and | join in. 


3. every good kid deserves money, food, and love 


‘Oh, sorry!" | utter an apology after almost murdering someone with a door when | barge in like a hurricane. 


"Don't stand in the way, Jeff" My victim's friend reproaches him giving me a cheeky grin. To be honest, both 
guys look exactly like I'd imagine people who shop at a thrift store - both are wearing hats that | can't decide 
which one is more ridiculous, their necks and wrists are weighed down with a bunch of necklaces and bracelets, 


and the one who spoke, the remarkably scrawny one, is wearing a litle tiger print vest. 


"Don't cripple my clients, Eva" Kat smiles at me from the counter in the depth of the relatively tiny store and 
then exchanges smiles with the scrawny guy. "So how was the interview?" She asks me when | get close 


enough so that she doesn't need to raise her voice. 


"Not great" | answer honestly. | think I'm generally pretty good at job interviews; | don't get too nervous so 
that | couldn't open my mouth or something, but | tried my luck at Five Point this time and | know | really 
don't stand many chances because I've never worked with alcohol; | can make the greatest cup of cappuccino in 
two seconds but I've never had to make cocktails and during the interview | felt like thats not going to lend 
itself to me getting the job. "There were people who actually have experience with bartending, so even if I'd 
have no problem learning every cocktail on the menu by heart | feel like no one would hire me over someone 


who already knows how to do it" 


"Well just try regular cafes, you probably have enough coffee pulling experience to open your own place by 


now. 
"Yeah, but | need to find a place that's hiring first." 


"Hi, sorry um." The skinny guy with a cowboy hat squeezes past a few crates with all sorts of glory from 
the seventies and awkwardly gives us a brief wave of his hand. "I couldn't help overhearing you.. They're 
actually looking for a barista at Jeff's café, Raison d'Etre." He points back at his friend who's digging through a 
box of ribbons with a girl with curly dirty blonde hair that | only now realise is there with them. 


"Thanks, man" Kat beams at the guy and looks at me with a stern kind of squint that reminds me of my 
mother. "See, go there, right now.. Are they open today?" Kat glances at her wristwatch, which she wears on 
her right wrist for some reason, as if expecting it to tell her that it's Saturday, and then shifts her gaze to 
the guy's face. 


"Yeah, they're open until like seven, so listen to Kat and go today." 


"What are we talking about?" The other guy, Jeff, walks up to us following the girl who's holding a few rolls of 


different coloured ribbons. 


"Nothing." The skinny guy quickly answers which | can't help but find a little weird; but what do | care, | 
desperately need a job and not a lot of places are willing to offer flexible working hours, which | need since l'm 
working on my Master's degree, so | just hope Raison d'Etre will be the place for me. | must have sent out my 
CV to twenty places already and only one answered so far; that's how much | don't care why this guy doesn't 
want his fried to know he just told me about the job vacancy. 


Kat enters the price into the cash register by hand, since nothing in this place has a barcode, puts the ribbons 
in a small bag while making small talk, counts the coins, they all exchange ‘see ya later's and the two guys and 


a girl leave. 

"You know them?" | follow the trio with my eyes through a dusty window. 

"Kinda. They're like my regulars, | see them at least once a week. Jeff and Stone are in a band-" 
"Stone?" 

"Yeah! Isn't that the coolest name you've ever heard?" 

"Not really..." 


"Anyway, they're in a band and Heather, Jeff's girlfriend is into clothing design, so its usually just her or her 
and Jeff. | don't know, | guess we just felt like we needed to introduce ourselves at some point." 


Fair enough. "Are you working alone today?" 


"Thankfully, yes. The mother dropped by in the morning to tell me that | can't let people flip through books if 
they're not going to read them and also that she read this article the other day about chakra opening pslams. 
Yeah, | don't know either." Kat momentarily twists her face into an utterly confused expression when | stare at 
her blankly. The owner's mother, or the mother as we like to refer to her, is something special. | had the 


pleasure of working at this place for a month in the beginning of the summer and | can wholeheartedly vouch 


for that. 


* %* * 


| drove over to Raison d'Etre right after talking to Kat, which took me maybe ten minutes, no more. The café 
has a glass fagade through which | can see a few people inside getting their coffees and whatnot, but there's 
no sign about needing a barista, which most cafes put up in their windows. Maybe they already got one? | can 


still try though, | guess. 


| go in with a copy of my CV ready in my hand and approach the counter with the most charming smile | can 
muster. "Hey, | heard from a uh, friend you're looking for a barista" | cut right to the chase once the man 
with a greying mop of hair gives a client their change and acknowledges my presence. "I have my CV here." | 
add handing him the thing when he just stares at me. 


He runs his eyes over it, flips it over, scratches his chin, looks at my name at the top of the paper again, and 


then lifts his face to meet my gaze. "How come you've worked in so many places already?" 

"| just graduated so | used to take whatever job fit my class schedule best every semester or so. And | went 
back to California a couple of times for the summer so | worked there." | stretch out my arm over the 
counter and stab a finger at the corresponding information on the page. 

"Do you live far?" 

"No, just going up the Queen Anne. It's probably less than-" 


"Are you punctual?" 


"Yes." | try to hide my slightly baffled expression under a polite smile. Is this a job interview happening right 
now? 


"Were you ever fired from a job?" 

"Nope" 

"Can you start on Monday?" 

"Um.. Wh- How many days off would | get a week?" | collect myself quickly. 
"How many do you need?" 

"Two, maybe three." 

"Okay." 

"Okay?" 

"Yeah. So can you start on Monday?" 

"That's it? You're hiring me?" 

"Ill see how you work on Monday. So far everything looks good." 
"Okay." | breathed out with a quiet chuckle. "| can come in on Monday." 


"We open at seven" He tells me and turns to a new customer, and for a second | can't believe it was this easy 


but don't risk staying any longer and having him change his mind. 


* * * 


I'm glad Gwen was driving last night; she's usually the only one who can convince me to really drink and | 
couldn't have afforded to show up at work hungover on the first day after my vacation. The day was pretty 
slow though, nothing special happening in the hotel premises so | worked half my shift in the dining room and 
then switched to polishing silverware in the kitchen. 


| finished at eight tonight and since Kat had told me she'd be working until seven, or half past, we'd agreed 
that she would come by to pick me up and we'd take a bus home together, which we did. 


"So do you or do you not like the guy?" Kat asks impatiently as we begin to make our way up the stairs in our 
building. 


"I don't like his style, | can't get over how badly he dresses." 

"How does God feel about you being so superficial, Lizzy?" Kat hisses half-heartedly and | roll my eyes. | hate 
it when she starts making these stupid jokes about things like that and | really have no patience to start an 
argument about religion right now. 

We reach our floor and when we turn to our dim hallway heading for our door | see a person sitting on the 
floor leaning back against the opposite wall. He's all a pile of denim and hair, and he reminds me of one of those 
junkies who always nag people for money outside the bus station This is what we get for not being able to 
afford an apartment in a building with a lock on the front door. 

"Lukin!" Kat exclaims leaping over to him and my eyebrows draw together and form a V shape. How the hell 
does she even know this person? Shit, at least | didn't open my mouth two seconds too early and make an ass 
of myself. "Locked out?" 

"Yeah." The guy wheezes and his voice sounds like he has gravel in his throat. He looks really scruffy too. 
"Wanna come in?" Kat points a thumb at our door and | wish we had a telepathic connection because | kinda 
wanna stop her from inviting him; he just looks kinda rough and shady and that's my first instinct. Then again, 
all of Kat's friends look kinda strange, and if this one is our neighbour then | guess | should simmer down. 
"Surel" This Lukin guy beams up at Kat and she gives him a hand, helping him up. 

‘Oh, this is my roommate Lizzy.. Lizzy, this is Matt” 


"Hey, nice to meet you." | smile automatically, okay, | guess | can't say l'm not intrigued by his persona a lithe. 


"Hi! Fuckin’ enormous pleasure to meet you." He gives me the biggest smile and salutes me while hooking an 


arm around Kat's shoulders, which doesn't seem to startle her in the least. "You weren't lying about your 


roommates, Novak." 


Weren't lying about what? What is she telling people now? "Are you hungry? I'm fucking starving personally 
but I'm willing to share." Kat interrupts my thoughts. 


"She's a vegetarian though." | quickly interject and Matt removes his arm from around her in double quick time 


with a horrified stare on his face, which looks pretty hilarious. 


"Eh, I'll actually eat whatever you give me, so long as it's free." Matt thinks about it better and his shoulders 


drop a little as he looks around our kitchen/dining/living room. 


"I have some bacon in the fridge, you can make him a sandwich." | inform Kat and she nods with an 


appreciative smile. 

"A pretty neat place you got here, girls. | almost want to be a better person just breathing in this air." 

"Well they did just move in yesterday, you should come back in a few days and we'll see then what kind of 
person you'll want to be." Kat glances at Matt with a short chuckle, already throwing together something 
edible. 

"You know that | will hold you to it, right? I'm not gonna forget that you just invited me over." Matt taps his 
temple with two fingers and winks at me as | turn the TV on, throw the remote down on our corner couch, 
and make my way to the fridge. 

| still dont know what | think of him; that first impression is sticking to the surface of my mind, but | guess 
we're all wrong sometimes. He's not done or said anything that would make me dislike him anyway. Hmm maybe 


| really need to stop being so superficial. 


"le got a dark towel-Oh, hello.” Eva walks out of her room and freezes with a towel in her hand at the sight 
of Matt, who's either helping Kat with food or stealing ingredients from a bowl of salad, | can't really tell. 


"Did you even wash your fingers this week?" Kat slaps his hand as they both chuckle and then turns to Eva. 
"Right, Eva, this is our degenerate neighbour Matt" 


Matt's lips parted and ready to say hi to Eva instantly form an exaggerated frown at Kat's words and he 
turns to her. "Hey, don't be so fucking rude." 


"Not even a whole neighbour, really. He's like half a resident in the apartment across the hall." 


"lIl keep my other half here." He wiggles his eyebrows and Eva seems amused by it as she makes her way 
towards him and Kat. 


"Hi, Matt from across the hall. Anyway, can you take my towel too when you go down to do laundry?" 


"And you can't do it? I'm entertaining a guest, can't you see?" Kat motions at Matt without looking while he 


grabs a sandwich and comes to join me on the couch where l'm destroying a bucket of ice cream. 


"Don't forget l'm still half a student" Eva steals something from Kat's plate and gives her a big grin before 
disappearing in her bedroom to drop off the towel. 


"What did Katie tell you about us?" | turn to Matt with a curious smile and he slowly stretches his lips to 


reveal his teeth in a grin 
"I don't know if | can tell you, she might not want you to know she said it” 
"I'm sure she doesn't mind, we tell each other everything." 


As soon as the words leave my mouth we both turn our heads to the sound of Kat's laughter. "Aw, | love 


your naive face, Lizzy. You're so cute." 

| know she's teasing me, but | still give her a sour pout that's maybe a little too convincing. "Come on, what did 
you say?" | whine when she joins us on the couch bringing along three bottles of beer. | swear, this is what | 
love and hate about her; she honestly thinks ice cream and beer constitutes as dinner. 


"| don't know, | don't even remember." She glances Matt a demonstrably fake look of confusion. 


"Guys, don't be so mean. What the hell did you say?" My curiosity is reaching the ceiling by now. "Wait, did you 
talk shit about us? You did, didn't you?" 


"Did you have a brain tumour for breakfast?" Kat's face sours momentarily and so does mine, why does she 


always have to be so rude? 
"Where's Gwen?" | drop the topic and look up at Eva when she emerges again from her bedroom again. 


"She's with." She trails off with a pretty eloquent glance. | have to say that's probably a new record - Gwen's 


only back in town for less than a day and already scored a date. 
"Oh, with the bassist.what's his face?" 

"Uh, Mike’ 

* * * 


"What are you drinking?" 


Rule number one - never let a guy feel like he has you, even if he does. | ended up giving Mike my number 
last night, which | had to ask Kat since | don't know it by heart yet; | figured he was more than just a 
handsome face after chatting with him for a while, although | didn't let him kiss me when he obviously wanted 
to. He was a little too tipsy at that point and | anyway | take my rules very seriously. He said he'd call today 
though and he did, so ten points to him for not being a flake. 

"Martini." | answer in a beat; that's my default drink 

We met up halfway at this bar that he picked out, which seems like a pretty decent place. I've never been 
here before but | feel like | can give Mike some points for it too; it doesn't look bad at all. He gets our drinks 
and we sit down at a bar top by the window. 

"So is that your thing? Picking chicks up at your shows?" | tease him before taking a sip of my martini. 

"Yes." Mike answers with a mischievous twinkle in his deep brown eyes. 

"At least you admit it" 

"Nah, | lied. I've never been in bands that chicks dug so this is like my first time." 

| giggle lightly at his choice of words. "What else did you lie to me about?" 

"Hmm, lets see.. Nope, | don't think there's anything else. My name is Mike, | am uh, twenty two, | play bass, 
and | hate cats. Yeah, all that was true. | can show you my ID if you don't believe me." He perks up a little and 


quickly fishes out a card from his pocket that he buried in it a few minutes ago after buying our drinks. 


| look down at it when he thrusts it into my hand and a chuckle escapes my lips. "You're exactly a day older 


than me” 

"Am I? Cool, cool. So um... Your roommate dragged you out to see us last night, huh?" 

"Yeah, she's been wanting to do that for a while. She's really into that kind of music" 

"And you?" 

"Not so much." | answer kind of to tease him but Im also just being honest. I'm not going to lie about myself 
to get a guy to like me, so he better take what he's getting, ‘I've been to loads of better shows than last 


night, but | mean! guess you weren't totally horrible either.” 


"Fuck, | love how brutally honest you are, Gwen" Mike chuckles lowly, a strand of his dark, curly hair falling 
over his face, and he runs his fingers through it pushing it back. God, he's really hot. 


"Good, because | love being honest" | nod slowly with a smirk and he mirrors it. 


We finish our drinks, Mike gets me another Martini and a second beer for himself, even though he's driving, 
and we keep talking. | don't know if it's the alcohol or the fact that Im really starting to like him, but | feel 
much more at ease an hour later. Not that | was nervous before, but | find it easier to joke and chat with 
him, as though l'm finally beginning to grasp exactly what kind of person he is; smart, funny, charming, and 
just a little tiny bit arrogant, but in a healthy kind of way, so to speak. 


"You know, you don't really look like you in your driver's license." | pick the card that's been lying next to his 
drink up again and take a better look at the picture. 


"I know, | look so much hotter in reality." 
"That's exactly what | was going to say. The picture looks like someone I'd never go on a date with." 


"Hey, that guy was me not that long ago. Cut the kid some slack" Mike reaches for the card but | hold it out 


away from him. 
"Really? You actually kinda look twelve in the picture." 


"How dare you say that to my face." Mike gasps dramatically and leans forward a little more, finally snatching 
the card from my fingers, but once its in his pocket again he doesn't seem to be in a hurry to let me reclaim 


my personal space. "You smell real good." 
Of course | do, | didn't pay a shitton of money for this perfume for nothing. "| do?" 


"Uh-huh." He smirks at me as his fingers start twirling a strand of my hair in a perfunctory manner. "You're 
very pretty, too." His voice is barely louder than a whisper but | can hear it clearer than the rest of the 


barroom noises since he's so close to me, with just a few inches of thin air between our faces. 


"Thank you, l'm glad you think that" | feel my breathing slow down without my permission and then we both 
fall silent, just staring into each other's eyes for a moment before he leans in and kisses me, and the only 


thing | can think about is how soft his lips actually are, just like | expected. 


He runs his tongue along the seam of my mouth and | part my lips, letting him in, but it seems like we both 
know better than to start a full blown make out session at a bar full of people, so the kiss is pretty short. 
That doesn't mean it's not totally amazing though. 


"I've been wanting to do that since last night" Mike breathes out with that sexy little smile and next thing | 


know we're making out in his car parked in a lot across the street from the bar, behind a row of linden trees. 


Its dark outside already and even darker in his dirty, red sedan since the light of the street lamp doesn't quite 
reach inside. l'm not sure how much time has passed when | feel his warm palm land on my thigh and while 


our mouths are locked in a seemingly never ending kiss, it starts travelling up under the pleats of my skirt. | 


don't mind it at first, keeping my fingers tangled in his locks behind his neck, but then his other hand joins its 


sister and he seems just a little too eager. 
"Oh no, | don't do that." | break the kiss and swat his hands away from my thighs not too gently, although my 


lips are still resting in a smile. Rule number two - establish the meaning of the word ‘no,' for future 


reference. 
"Don't do what?" Mike asks with a tiniest hint of irritation. 
"Give up the goods on a first date. In a car." | quickly glance around with my eyelids lowered halfway. 


Mike holds up his palms out in defeat with a cryptic smile on his face and not blinking at all, or so it seems. "| 


wasn't gonna do anything you don't want me to." 


| slide my hands up his chest and behind his neck again and he doesn't hesitate before continuing picking up 
where we stopped. Rule number three - have fun while you can. 


* eK 


"Lizzy?" | call out turning my upper half towards her bedroom while Lukin is waiting for me with his hand on 


the handle of our front door, ready to open it. 
"Yeah?" 
| told Lukin you're hot!" 


"You're always gonna call me Lukin now?" He tries to give me a dirty look but ends up ruining it with a big 


toothy smile. 


| shrug and get a better grip of the handles of a basket full of things in need of washing. "I know at least five 
Matts and one Lukin. | don't want to get you mixed up with some boring old Matts." 


"Aw | feel fucking special now. We need a special name for you too." He wiggles his eyebrows at me as | grab 
Eva's towel from the end of the couch. 


"Knock yourself out.” 
"Like Sparklet." Lukin motions a hand at my head, obviously meaning my hair. 
"Is it because of my infectious lust for life?" | ask in a monotone with a lifeless stare and he laughs at me 


opening the door, and as soon as | step out in the hallway my eyes land on Mark who's standing frozen in his 


doorway, staring back at me with a laundry bag. 


The three of us indulge in the beautifully random and weird moment of silence before Mark parts his lips with 
a small nod of his head. "Novak." 


"Arm" | answer and almost burst out laughing thinking about our idiotic name games while Mark's eyes slide 


over to Lukin. "I fed your bassist." | explain. 
“Appreciate it. You can come back now, boy." 


"Thanks, Red. Don't forget I'll be back" Lukin playfully ruffles my hair and steps over to Mark's apartment 


door. 


| honestly can't tell if that's a threat or not" | watch the bassist's back as he goes in, leaving me and Mark 
out in the hallway. "Doing laundry?" 


"Yeah, it's that time of the year again It's crazy how fast the months fly by." He grins at me and | can't hold 


a chuckle in. 


We make our way down the hallway and | only now notice that the elevator doesn't have ‘OUT OF ORDER’ sign 


anymore, but when | stop in front of it and raise my hand to push the button Mark's voice stops me. 

"Honest advice, don't use the elevator. You don't wanna take that risk, ever." 

"Hmm should | really trust you though?" | screw my face in an incredulous squint. 

"Well I'm glad you asked because you should, you totally should" He hooks his free arm around my shoulders 
and starts ushering me towards the staircase looking down at me as he does. "Let me tell you a story about a 
little boy who used to live here and ride the elevator all the time-" 

"Used to live?" 

"Be patient, Novak, let me tell the story.” 

"Wait, is this the story about you finally hitting puberty at twenty?" | blurt out and | can see Mark's eyes 
glow with silent laughter. | don't know why but | just feel like | can joke with him like that already, that happens 
sometimes, sometimes | meet someone that | just click with, for the lack of a better word. Sometimes | really 


want to be myself around people. 


"Wow, you think | already hit puberty? Wowzal My buddies will never believe this when | tell them!" 


4. espresso, seven-inchers, and skylights 


"Babe, why did John tell me you already have a new barista?" Heather doesn't even say good morning before 


her complaints star pouring out of the receiver that l'm pressing to my ear with my shoulder while my hands 


are busy tying my shoes. What the fuck? 
"What?" 


‘| met him in the hallway last night and when | asked if | need to hand in a CV he said he already found 


someone for the job." 


My manager and my girlfriend live in the same building and | get fucking tired of listening to them complain 
about each other. Thing is, John's really not a fan of Heather, | guess they're just not meant to be friends, 
but she's totally oblivious to that and kinda just assumes he's stupid or something. Still, | have no idea what's 
this deal with a new barista is. "| don't know anything about that. | was actually just going ready for work, but 
| haven't spoken to John since Saturday, so.." | trail off when Heather cuts me off, which sometimes feels like 


her favorite thing to do ever. 


"Look, you said you'd talk to him about hiring me, so what the fuck is that? Did you even tell him | was 
interested, Jeff?" 


"Yes, | told him. You know | did, we've already talked about this. Like | said, no idea what the fuck is going on, 
but | guess I'll find out what the situation is soon" | tell her taking a glance at my watch that says I'll be late 


if | don't leave in the next two minutes. "I really gotta go now. I'll call you later." 
"l'Il come over to Raison d'Etre and see who's this new barista. If you told John | wanted that job he shouldn't 
have given it to someone else. | mean, you've been working there for a while, it's not like you're some rookie 


trying to score your girlfriend a job so that we could slack off all day." 


"Yeah, but | have to go now." | remind her dragging the telephone cord along the floor as | make my way to 
the door. 


‘lm just saying he should trust you more. And how did this person find out about the job anyway? You didn't 


even have a sign in the window... 
"Heather, lim hanging up." 


The irritation packed into one single sigh that she lets out is unbelievable but | really can't chat with her right 
now. "Okay, bye." 


| breathe in a lungful of chilly, crisp air once | get to my bicycle chained to a tree outside my building, the sun 
isn't even up yet, but there's something very satisfying about waking up at the fucking crack of dick on days 


like today. The city is just starting to come back to life as | ride through the quiet streets and the wind 
filtering through my head makes it really hard to rack my brain about this new barista, at least for the time 
being, until | have to meet them and pretend | don't know that the only reason John didn't hire Heather is that 
he doesn't like her. 


And why does she even care so much about getting this job anyway? She's never complained about working at 
a grocery store and at Marie's Custom Tailoring; she probably couldn't even afford to work more hours if she 
wants to keep her job at Marie's and she knows fucking well she'd have to do that at Raison d'Etre. An entire 
week's hours are usually divided in three and she couldn't just take shifts on whatever days and times suit 


her best like she does at the store now.. Wait, who the fuck is that? 


| squint my eyes at a figure standing around outside the café which | notice from afar because there's no one 
else around since it's not even seven. As | get closer | realise it's a chick and she's pretty tall too, and when | 
finally reach her and the café and get off my bike | realise that I've seen her before. She's the force of 
nature that assaulted me with a door at that thrift store the other day; that's Kat's friend..annnd she was 
talking to Stone that afternoon, which kind of explains a few things. 


"Hey. The uh..." She glances at the café façade and back at me as she proceeds to speak in a tone completely 
void of confidence while | lock my bike to a lamppost. "Your manager..didn't really tell me if there's a particular 


dress code or anything, so I'm just wearing all black. 

| watch her as she motions a hand down her body, although | can only really see her skinny black jeans and 
creepers since she's wearing some sort of woollen jacket. "Nah, you can pretty much wear whatever you 
want..." 


"Okay, good.. Oh, I'm Eva, by the way." 


"Jeff" | keep my eyes on her almost without blinking as | unlock the café door and lead the way in. "So you're 


the new barista?" 


"Well..| don't know. | mean when | spoke to.." She hesitates again following my suit as | take off my jacket and | 
can tell by the look in her blue eyes that she's just as lost and confused as | am in this situation 


"John. His name's John" 

"Yeah, well he said this is gonna be a trial shift, so | don't know yet. Didn't he tell you anything?" 

"Nope. He does that a lot though, you'll get used to it" | give her a brief, somewhat irritated smile and my 
eyes trip over a post-it note on the cash register. ‘Look affer the new girl and see how she deals with stuff. I 


fake over in the afternoon J Nice. John's not in the mood to deal with training the new girl so he just drops 
that on me. | guess it's just the two of us then 


| scrunch up the note in my fist and look over at Eva wanting to say something along those lines but | see 
something very distracting instead. She's wearing some sort of blouse with a sort of crossed, plunging neckline 
and | can't help but wonder if ‘all black’ actually means cleavage for days, because | probably couldn't even tell 
what colour the thing is if she hadn't informed me about it a few minutes ago. Has she even ever worked as a 
barista or does John trust her boobs to do the work? Either way, Heather will not be happy. And if Stone had 
anything to do with this, which I'm about ninety nine percent sure he did, I'm going to fucking kick him in the 
balls. 


* eK 


| paddle the pavement with my right foot and set it down on the skateboard next to my left one, letting the 
power of inertia do the rest of the work for me. | only have to keep my balance on the moving board, which 
comes to me almost easier than walking; | don't even have to think about it as I'm looking around taking in the 
people and cars, and buildings around me. We've got a gig next week so we're actually getting down to some 
serious practicing this week and l'm supposed to meet Mark, Dan, and Matt in a basement that we use for 
these kind of things down in Belltown in an hour. 


Knowing the guys though I've got a good chunk of time to waste before the rehearsal since no one's ever on 
time anyway. | guess | could spend it at a skate park, which isn't really en route to my destination, but then 
again, | feel like I've got time galore. | stop my board at a crosswalk, thinking | could make a little detour and 
grab myself a beer, but that thought is quickly interrupted when my eyes happen to wander to a big window 
of a small shop on the ground floor of a red brick building behind me. The traffic light switches signalling for 
me to cross the street but | hesitate, my gaze still glued to the grimy glass. Should | drop by to say hi? | 
mean, | guess | might as well, Kat said they sometimes have used records in the store and when do | ever say 
no to digging through dusty boxes of vinyl goods? | flip the skateboard with my foot and carry it inside stil 
wondering what the social protocol in this situation is. | mean, | only saw Kat once but she seems pretty cool, | 


feel like she'd probably stop to say hi to me if she saw me somewhere so..l guess that answers my question 


The store feels real fucking tiny once I'm inside and | kinda feel like I'm either in someone's great great great 
grandmother's house or a haunted cave from a horror movie, or a mixture of the two, which is awesome. Kat 
has retreated behind the counter by the time the door behinds me swings shut again and she's talking to a 
woman with mousy hair, probably her boss by the looks of it. | start mindlessly picking up random things from 
a box labelled ‘mismatched tableware’ while | wait for them to finish their conversation, which doesn't take long 


at all. 
"Steve" 


| lift my face and smile at Kat who's giving me a mildly surprised look. "Hey." | leave the cups and plates alone 
and shuffle my way towards the counter. "I saw you from outside so | thought I'd say hi." 


"Really?" She wrinkles her nose casting a glance at the window that | just pointed to with my thumb. "You can 
actually see inside through a ten year old layer of dust covering the glass?" 


| chuckle at her stone serious face and nod my head. "So how's it going? Got any weird stuff to sell? Any 


shrunken monkey heads or something?" 


"Nah, it's a slow day, no voodoo shit. Although we did just get a box of seven-inchers." She wiggles her 
eyebrows at me with a smirk and | crack a smile. The fact that she remembers me saying l'm kind of 
obsessed with buying records isn't surprising, but it still feels kinda nice that she does. "I'm supposed to go 
through them, see if there's anything unplayable, steal whatever | want, and price them all before letting 


anyone near them but I'm willing to make an exception for you." 


"Really?" | ask probably a little too excitedly because she emits a quiet laugh that echoes in her hazel eyes and 


then her face returns to its usual kinda-bored-kinda-pissed expression 


"Yeah. Not to be nice to you though, it's just that there'll be less shit for me to go through with you helping 


me. 


"Oh, of course, of course. Out of complete selfish laziness, | get it." | flash her a grin leaning my skateboard 
against the bottom of the counter and crack my knuckles when she turns around to get the box of goods. 


We end up looking through a bunch of records together, discussing bands that we like or the ones that suck, 
and occasionally insulting each other if our opinions differ. | figure there's no point for me to rush to the skate 
park now, so my brief visit to say hi turns into almost an hour long discussion about punk rock which again is 
something l'm always up for. 


"What about feedtime?" Kat holds up a single and looks at me. 


"Oh yeah, they're pretty fucking cool. This is actually a good one." | reach for the thing and she hands it to me. 
"I have the one they released before this one, it's from like uh, ‘Bb. It's got Fractured on it. Have you heard 
it?" | peel my eyes off the round vinyl disc in my hand and look up at Kat again 


"Yeah, but | think | prefer this one. And | think | like Small Talk more than Don't Tell Me, which is technically a 
B side but.. | like the bass on it, | like how it sounds all kind of uh, kind of scattered" 


"Yeah, yeah, definitely. It's a fucking great track. lm totally buying this if you're not taking it, by the way." 


She sighs eyeing the record in my hand and then a smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. "I'll give it To you 


for nothing if you promise to let me borrow it sometime." 
"Fucking deall" 
"Hey look, we actually did the whole box." 


"Considering how much ABBA there was in it, lim really proud of us. Wait, what time is it?" My eyes dart to 


her calculator watch. 


"Nine minutes past six." 


"Oh, shit." | laugh out realising it'll take me good twenty minutes to get to our rehearsal basement, which 
means I'm already probably more late than any of the other guys will be. "I gotta run, I've got this band thing, 
you know. With guitars and stuff" | give Kat a toothy smile grabbing my board and backing away between piles 


and boxes of all sorts of junk and clothes, and whatnot. 
"Tell your band people | said hi." 


"Will do." | nod making a mental not to do that and then when I'm already in the doorway | linger for another 
second. "Hey, what guitar do you have?" 


"Jazzmaster. Dark blue, like Thurston Moore's." 


* ** 
"Should / call him?" 
"No, he's gonna call you. | mean, who wouldn't!?" 


| feel like l'm gonna get diabetes from the sweetness of Lizzy's voice when she tries to comfort Gwen. 
Apparently, her and that Mike guy spend their date making out in his car but he hasn't called her since that 
night and its been almost a week now. That's as much as | know really, | stopped listening to their conversation 
when Gwen said something along the lines of all musicians being the same. | hate it when she starts throwing 


about stupid stereotypes. 


"Fucking kill me." Eva bursts in through the apartment door and leaps over to the couch slumping down on it 
next to me. She got that job at Raison d'Etre and she just finished her first work week; she's getting Saturday 
and Sunday off and from what | heard she really needs it. 


She's been complaining about Jeff since Monday, apparently he's a bit of a dick, and then Heather, his girlfriend, 
dropped by on Wednesday and she was supposedly a bitch to Eva too, although that | can kind of understand. 
From what | gather, Heather wanted this job first, though | have no idea how on earth she managed to miss 


that boat, having in mind her boyfriend works there. 


"Sorry, | can't afford another beef with the cops." | pat her head with a sympathetic smile as she squirms out 
of her jacket. "Oh god, you're wearing that again?!" | eye her black blouse, or as | like to call it - the boob 
cloth. Eva's got a decent rack on her and she insists on wearing this ugly ass blouse to work that makes her 
bust look even bigger; | mean she wears if because its comfortable and she likes how it looks, not to show off 


her boobs, but its just honestly one piece of clothing that doesn't sit right with me. 


She grimaces at me and tosses her jacket on the arm of the couch. "I'm so fucking tired of Jeff acting like 
he's my supervisor or something. Like he asked me to tell him how | make espresso today, step by step.. What 
a fucking asshole!" Eva goes on complaining. It's kinda strange to think about how different people actually are 
from who they appear to be when you don't know them that well. With the exception of Gwen, everyone's 
usually all polite and friendly at first, but then you might find out they're actually a secret asshole. "I literally 
do everything twice as fast as he does and | actually clean up after myself." Jeff didn't strike me as a dick, 


for instance. | would have guessed Stone would be more of one if | had to..wait.. 


"They were in the same band!" | exclaim interrupting Eva and she cringes a little. 
"What?" 


"Mark and Stone and Jeff. They were in a band together and l'm an idiot because it took me two fucking weeks 
to realise that." 


| recognised Stone and Jeff as the guys from Green River the first time they came into the store, but when 
Mark told me the name of the band | totally spaced and the information got lost somewhere in the labyrinth 
of my mind until just now, when it finally occurred to me that its the same Green River. Sometimes this city 


feels tiny as fuck. 

Eva looks at me with a slightly baffled expression, then her brow furrows, then she parts her lips, presses 
them together again, shakes her head a little with a sigh and stands up. "I'm gonna go take a bath, if anyone 
needs to pee, go now." 

"Nah, l'm good" 

"Me too." 


"Have fun" 


"Who wants to take a trip to the basement with me?" Gwen pours a gulp of water out of her glass into the 


sink and sets it down on the counter. 


I'm supposed to call my parents right about now." Lizzy excuses herself looking at her wristwatch. She does 


that a lot; she talks to her family the most out of the four of us. 
"Don't talk too long, Mike might decide to call." 


"Gwen, he'll call again, he'll call three and four and five times if he wants to see you again." | say wearily as | 
lift myself off the couch and follow her into her room where she grabs her laundry bag. | don't understand 
where she gets the energy to deal with guys so much and then rack her brain about them; | guess that's the 
burden of being a really fucking hot bleached blonde babe. "And if he doesn't call, | promise, we'll find you 


another handsome douchebag to make out with." 


Thankfully we drop the topic of Mike the bassist on our way downstairs. Not so thankfully, Gwen starts talking 
about college and about how she wants to find a place to intern at this year before doing her Master's degree, 
and then another flood of whining ensues. Apparently, life after college is pretty tough for someone who 
thought she was gonna become a politician the second she graduates; apparently, that's not how life after 
college works. What really bothers me though is that she makes me feel like shit every time she talks about 
this because | have no plan. I'm a huge failure, | barely managed to graduate; | don't even really know why | 


went to university anyway, and | hate being reminded of all that. 

"See, that's why you should have studied English lit like all sensible people do." | drawl as she pushes the 
laundry room door open and | follow her in "And then not worry about anything related to it for the rest of 
your life, since your chances of getting a job in that area are practically non-existent anyway.. Oh." | stop dead 
in my track at the sight of Mark, Steve, Matt, and Dan sitting on some of the washing machines or leaning 
against them, or spinning around on a stool in Dan's case, their guitars hanging around their shoulders while 
they seem to be indulging in a beer break. 

They're all looking at us so they must have heard our voices echoing in the hallway, and | give them an 
awkward wave of my hand when they say hi to us. | notice Gwen eyeing them with total lack of trust in her 


face, but she pretty much looks at everyone like that. 


"Hi, Kat's roommate." Mark flashes his trademark grin at her and just as | expected she retorts without a 


smile. 

| have a name." 

"Gwen." | introduce her before anyone says anything else. "That's Mark, Dan, Lukin, and Steve." 
"Pleasure." Gwen gives them a brief, fake smile. 


"You were right about this one, too." Lukin grins at me with a wink and | bob my head with a smirk, leaving 


Gwen behind to take care of her laundry as | step over to the guys on the other side of the basement. 
"She has a name" Mark hisses with a hilariously feigned glare at Lukin. 

"Hey, Mark, you have a skylight in your apartment too, right?" | ask when Steve's laughter fades. 

He looks at me probably wondering where l'm going with this and nods slowly. "Yeah." 

"Do you ever open it? | think mine's stuck." 


"Well, you need to take a knife and slide the blade under the little thing next to the handle and then push that 
round.." Mark's hands freeze in the middle of his reenactment of opening the damn window and he sighs with a 


small chuckle, lowering them to his jeans pockets. "| guess | can come over later to help you with that." He 


doesn't sound like he's too excited about the idea but hey, he offered. 
"Please do, | won't need to break it then" 
"Just have some of those cupcakes ready." 


That comment is obviously lost on everyone else so Lukin starts talking about something with the other two 
guys, but | narrow my eyes at Mark slightly and nod. "We'll see what | can do." 


"You studied English” 

"Yeah" 

"Here in WU?" 

"Yeah, | told you that already" | remind him; | did, on the night we met 

"| dont remember everything people tell me. So did you have the pleasure of meeting Eccleston?" 
"Unfortunately, yes" | smile kinda surprised by Mark's mention of one of my ex professors 

"Is he still obnoxious as fuck?" 


"Very." | bob my head slowly. "Well look at that, you and | have more in common than just the laundry room 


after all." 
"Hey, don't get excited We're not friends, we're just people who happen to live very close to each other.” 
"Definitely. That's a line | never want to cross." 


"Good. Oh, by the way, we're playing OK Hotel next Friday. I'll be heartbroken and never speak to you again if 


you don't come." 


My lips stretch into a toothy smile against my will and | assure him I'll be there. | like Mark. It's nice to have a 
neighbour that you can actually be friends with for a change. | like all four of these guys; | hate the 
expression down-to-earth but | feel like that's exactly what they are, in a very refreshing way. Kind of 
sarcastic and silly and tactless, and smart at the same time, kind of really super into music and beer, but just 


really nice, cool people to talk to above all 


* eK 


"Hi, Jeff. Hi, Kat, fancy seeing you here. Hi, Kat's friend" | salute the three of them as | walk into the café. Ah, 


the sweet sound of not hearing Heather's voice everywhere | go. 


"Stone, hey." Kat returns my smile, although not as wholeheartedly, while Jeff and Eva look vaguely pissed at 
the universe and barely open their mouths. 


| have an idea why Jeff might not be in the mood for talking to me, although he should just get the fuck over 
it already. So | told Kat's friend about the job opening when | knew Heather wanted to apply for it, so what? It's 
not like | hired or fired either of them. John chose the best barista so it's really Heather's fault that she's a 
spoilt bitch, not mine. Besides, | know Jeffrey well enough to know that he would have hated having to work 
with Heather. They can be in a relationship and in love, and all that bullshit, blah blah blah, but | know that just 
like the rest of humanity, sometimes Jeff can't stand her and | can't afford losing our bassist to manic 


insanity. This had to be done. 


As for Eva, l'm not really sure what her problem is, aside from having to deal with the prince of Montana 
pretty much every day. | heard Heather paid them a visit the other day though, so if Eva had to deal with 
her too | can see how that could have drained her of all will to be alive. | heard Heather came in when John 
was working with Eva and started bitching about him giving the job for some random chick instead of her, so 


yeah, that explains that. 

"Are you gonna buy anything or what?" 

"Nope" | answer even though Jeff probably already knew that. "I just came here to hang out with friends’ 
"| dont have time for you, asshole" He snarls and | can't keep my smile at bay. 


"| didn't mean you | meant my girl friends." | motion at Eva and Kat chatting amongst themselves over the 


counter and Jeff snorts. 
"They're not your friends, they're just two unlucky girls who had the fucking misfortune of meeting you." 


"Same difference." | quip with a smirk and Jeff lets out something in between a laugh and a sound that | can 
only imagine being made by an angry buffalo. "So what's good with you, Kat?" | turn to the girl with auburn 
hair, pulled back into a ponytail today. It's kinda weird to think we've sort of known each other for a couple of 
months but this is the first time we're meeting outside of her store. 


"Oh, you know, plotting my boss' murder, baking cupcakes, the usual. What about you?" 


That's one of the first things | noticed about Kat actually, her little witty remarks, sometimes bordering on 
being rude, that she seemed to have a full head of. Heather always rolls her eyes and sighs at stuff like that, 
which | fucking love. So naturally, that's something | really like about Kat. "Still technically unemployed, still can't 


bake cupcakes." 


"Why didn't you try your hand at pulling coffee here?" She asks with a quirk of an eyebrow and | can tell by 
that smug look on her face that she figured out | wasn't supposed to tell her friend about the job. 


"This hellhole?!" | look around wide eyed and she laughs a little. "You know what, we should hang out. Outside of 
this hellhole and outside of your hellhole." 


"You know what, we should" She agrees with a smirk. 

| mean, all the signs point to yes. You like coffee, | like coffee too. You like Judas Priest, | do too. You play 
guitar, | play guitar as well. You have hair on your head, and look..me too!" | snatch my baseball cap off my 
head and point at my scalp making her laugh again. "We've a bunch of things in common, this is meant to be." 
"Undoubtedly." 

"So, there's a party." 

"Im listening." 

"You might want to bring Eva too, she looks like she could use some fun" 


"Agreed. Eva?" She turns to her friend who just put some money in the register and closed it with an angry 
thud. 


"Yeah?" 
"We're going to a party” 

"When?" 

"Tonight" | toke over and answer Eva's question "It's at my friends’ house.” 


"Ah." Kat gives me a pained frown, loudly exhaling air through her teeth. "I don't know about tonight... | mean.. 
Hmm. | have this skylight situation tonight." 


"Skylight situation?" | ask, thoroughly amused by Kat's cryptic words. 


"Yeah. Mark Arm's supposed to come over and open my skylight window." She explains with a big smile taking 
over her face while | in turn stare at her blankly. 


"Mark Arm..as in Mark Arm of Mudsellouts?" 


"I call him my neighbour Mark Arm but | guess that's the one.” 


“Interesting.” 


"Is it though?" She widens her eyes momentarily. "Anyway, l'm not sure when that's happening and | was just 
gonna hang out alone and be bitter tonight. Eva should still go though...” 


"But | don't wanna go alone." Eva protests. 

"You won't be alone. You'll just talk to Stone until someone better will come along. You know how parties work." 
"Yeah, that's generally how parties work, | can confirm from experience." | assure Eva with a nod. | guess it's 
kind of a bummer if Kat's not going, but the more the merrier. I've no doubt in my mind Chris and Andy would 
say the same exact thing, and either way, parties at their place are always pretty erratic with random people 
going in and out. "So are you coming, Eva? Or do you have a date with like a member of Scorpions?" 


"Um... Can | bring my other roommate?" 


"You can bring whoever you want, as long as they're not wanted by the police." 


5. knives, zombies, and a chase 


The neighbour's skylight, right. | turn around on my heel and hide my apartment key in my jeans pocket again, 
stepping over to the door opposite to mine. To be honest, the only reason | remembered about the window is 
that the entire floor smells of sugary baked something and that mouth-watering aroma is coming from Kat's 
apartment. My hand loosely balled into a fist freezes mid-air when the dirty green door flies open and | find 

myself face to face with a short, brown girl and | can practically see her belly button down her blouse from 


up here. 


"Lizzy" | give her a toothy smile and step away to let her through while it takes her another moment of 


staring blankly at me before she mirrors my expression. 


"Oh, hi. Hey, Kat, look, Mark's here, he can open the window and you can still come with Gwen and Eva" She 
shouts back into the apartment and her words summon the fiery-haired girl. 


"But | don't wanna." Kat stumbles out through one of the doors, hooking her fingers around the edge of the 


frame for balance, and shoots Lizzy a pained look before giving me a brief smile. "Come in, Arm." 
| do as told while their residence seems to be overcome by some sort of feminine chaos when the other two 
girls emerge from their rooms, and all | get from their flailing around and shooting of sporadic phrases at 


each other and looking for a shoe or a key, is that three fourths of them are going out tonight. 


Ill see you guys tomorrow." Lizzy waves at no one in particular declaring her departure while | remain to be 


stood in the middle of their room of questionable purpose like a lost kid in as shopping centre. 

"Are you really sure you're not going? | mean, Stone invited you, not me and not Gwen.." Eva looks over at Kat. 
Wait, what? "Stone?" | ask curiously. 

"Just a second." Kat holds up a finger at me and then points another finger at Eva, and when she speaks again 
her voice is quieter but the words are more pronounced. "I told you, | don't feel like going tonight. I'll see you 
tomorrow." 

Whatever the fuck that means, it seems to get the point across efficiently and the two girls leave. The 
apartment becomes enshrouded in a kind of eerie silence and when | look over at Kat she's still staring at the 
door with a look on her face that clearly says her mind is totally someplace else. 


"Novak?" 


"Oh, sorry. Yeah. The window.." She points at one of the doors and leads the way into her bedroom. 


For some reason, | expected it to be more..| don't know, girlier? Not that | gave much thought to what Katie 
Novak's room would look like, but actually seeing it makes me realise its somehow not what | expected. The 
only pieces of furniture are a double bed with an old wooden frame, a bookshelf, and one of those closets with 
sliding mirror door built into a wall. The thing that serves as a nightstand and a record storage is a simple 
cardboard box turned on the side, then there's a record player on the floor in the corner, a guitar and a small 
Marshall amp, a tower of books, at least six feet tall, some other stuff scattered all over, and the room itself 
is kind of the shape of a pentagon which only makes it look more erratic. One of the walls, the one in front of 
the bed, is partly covered by all sorts of clippings and pictures, and it takes me one glance to notice that it's 
mostly images of musicians and postcards from different places and random pictures from magazines, but 
there's a handful of actual photos mixed into the collage. 


"Do you think Jesus turned out the way he did because he was an only child?" Kat drags me out of my 
analysis of her room with a totally random question and | notice she had grabbed a kitchen knife from 
somewhere. 

"You don't have many friends, do you?" 

"Who needs friends that can't have a discussion about Jesus anyway?" She holds up the knife for me. 
"So you know Stone, huh?" | climb on the bed and lift my arms to do what | came here for. 

"Um sort of. We're kind of..good acquaintances. Why did Green River broke up?" 

"Did you ask Stone that?" 


"No. 


"It was his fault then. I'll need a smaller knife, this is not gonna work" | return my eyes to her standing next to 


the bed and wiggle the knife in my hand. 
"How's this?" Kat comes back with a shorter knife no more than thirty seconds later. 


"This one's better." | slide the blade under a little metal hook and repeat the same combination of pushing and 
turning and pulling that | have to do whenever | want to open the skylight in my room. Which doesn't really 
happen that often. "You have to sort of push that thing while pressing this down with the blade and then use 
whatever body part you can to lift the frame up." 


"| don't have cupcakes but | felt like baking uh, kind of banana bread type of thing." Kat holds out her hand with 
a slice for me when | jump off the bed. | take it narrowing my eyes slightly and bring it to my nose to smell it. 


"Interestingly enough, the window actually opens a lot easier from the outside. There's this little handle and you 
just gotta turn it and pull." 


"That'll come in handy if | ever need to break into your place." 


"So why didn't you go to Stone's party?" | step over to the wall with all the pictures and take a bite of the 


banana bread as | examine it. 

"| don't feel like it" 

"How are you planning on taming Dan?" 

"What?" 

"You bought Matt off with a couch to chill on, Steve with free records, and you're clearly trying to do the 
same with me and all this baked stuff" | motion my hand as | watch Kat's amused smile cloud a little and then 
her eyes pop. 

Is it working?" She grins. 

"Hmm | don't know, | still have my doubts about this." | glance at the food in my head and then shove the 
whole thing into my mouth nearly chocking myself. | actually have no objections to all this free stuff 
whatsoever. 

"Thanks for helping with the window." She walks me back to the door and thrusts a whole loaf of banana bread 
into my hands, and then her breath catches and she hesitates before speaking again, but | wait patiently. "Don't 


think I'm a fucking weirdo, okay, | just like baking. It's relaxing.” 


| hold up my hands and give her a totally innocent look. "So what's on the agenda for the rest of the night? 


Gingerbread houses?" 
"You're so hilarious, I'm so blessed to live next door to you.” She delivers in that amazing monotone. 
"I know. Anyway, I'll see you on Friday..right?" 


"Definitely. | need to see you guys play so that any future insults and jokes at your expense wouldn't be 


precarious." 
"Though we'll probably run into each other in the hallway like twenty times before that anyway.’ 
"Or the laundry room." 


| tap the side of my nose with a finger and flash her a smile before finally removing myself from her 


apartment. 


* eK 


Its really not hard at all to figure out which house we're looking for - there's a bunch of cars parked on the 
driveway that's way too small for that amount of vehicles and there's music blasting inside and people going in 
and out with drinks in their hands and smoke coming from their mouths as they share a cigarette or a joint. 
Eva and | figured it would be better for us to leave the car a block away and l'm so fucking glad we thought 
of that right now. 


Its a small house with a messy front lawn that as of now serves as a star gazing spot for some drunken 
souls; I'm kind of jealous, in away. It must be nice to actually have some private space, unlike living in a 


crammed apartment building. 


‘Oh hey, guys." This scrawny dude greets us as soon as we step inside through the front door; he's balancing 
a four story tower of beer cans in one hand and sporting a big smile that somehow makes him look 


perpetually amused. 


"Hi." Eva beams at him, although she's got that smile on her face that | know means she doesn't feel very 
comfortable, at least not yet. It'll probably take her a drink or two to relax a little. "Sorry, we didn't manage to 
get Kat to come." 


“That's okay, I'll get her next time." The guy waves off Eva's words with a swish of his hand and an expression 
on his face that pretty convincingly conveys his lack of interest in the topic. So he's not into Kat | guess. 
Maybe that's a good thing, she's been getting kinda friendly with that Mark guy and | don't know, Mark strikes 
me as the kind of guy | could see Kat being with. "Hi, I'm Stone.. 


"Hi, Stone, I'm Gwen." 

"Awesome. So yeah, anyway, make yourselves at home, guys.. Oh wait, let me introduce you to someone first... 
Stone stretches out his free arm and conjures up a tall dark haired guy dragging him towards us by the 
fabric of his shirt. "This is Chris, he lives here.” 

"Hello." His eyes, faintly sparkling with the slightest smile, glide from Eva to me. 


"We've seen your band live. A few times, actually.” 


"Good, good" Chris seems really pleased by Eva's words. To be frank, | think we've seen them too many times. 
There's so many bands in Seattle but we always end up at Soundgarden gigs. 


"Yeah.. Anyway, Chris, this is the reason Jeff wants to kill himself lately..and this is her roommate. Eva and 


Gwen." Stone introduces us. 


‘Ive heard it's your fault Jeff's miserable." Chris pats Stone on the back and even though it doesn't seem like 
he's putting much force into it, the guy still staggers slightly and responds with a wonderfully blank stare 


before Chris turns to Eva. "Jeff means no harm, if he can bear Stone for so long he'll grow to like you too." 


‘Its probably his hats, actually. They're too tight for his head" Stone nods slowly at his own words, completely 
ignoring the fact that his friend just made him into the butt of a joke. "They cut the circulation, all that 


medical stuff. His perception of the world is seriously impaired” 


"No shit." Eva drawls half-jokingly with a tilt of her eyebrows. Honestly, | love how intensely she feels 
everything. That's one of the things about her that | really relate to; there's no lukewarm feelings with her, 
and she really doesn't like Jeff, which must suck for him, to be honest. Eva's rad as hell. 


"Anyway..oh, have a beer, guys!" Stone jerks his arm and the tower of cans begins to crumble before our 
eyes but we all manage to react quick enough and the four of us end up with a can each. "Nice, nice, good 
coordination, you guys all need a drink, clearly. Get on it" He makes a series of hand gestures that I'm not 


entirely sure what they're supposed to mean and leaves us, disappearing in a sea of people flooding the house. 
"What's the occasion anyway?" | motion my hand holding the can around. 


"Well.. Have you met Andy? Xana?" Chris has a very peculiar look on his face as he questions us; he's not 
quite smiling, but there's a strange hint of excitement in his eyes. He's actually pretty good looking, too. | mean, 
aside from the obvious stomping around on stage without a shirt thing, which is one of mine and Lizzy's 
favorite things about seeing Soundgarden play. The drummer's still hotter though. "No? Well Andy's been living 
with me for almost a year..he's in a band with Stone, and uh, his girlfriend Xana moved in with us a couple of 


months ago, so this is like a.housewarming, since we never had one after | got this place." 


"Aw we woulda brought a present or something." Eva sips her beer, which reminds me, | need to start working 


on mine as well. 


"We accept late gifts too, its okay. You can either mail it or drop it off another day." Chris quips casting a 


glance at me, his voice seeping out of his mouth like warm honey. 


| guess it's kinda rude of me, but | sort of lose track of our chit chat after a while, when Eva and Chris start 
talking about..dogs, | think?.. Yeah, definitely dogs, probably prompted by a big black retriever strolling around, 
which apparently belongs to Chris. | just sort of drift in and out of the conversation, occasionally throwing in 
my two cents. | mean, why didn't Mike call me? Kat may be right, she most likely is, but | can't just get over 
him in a beat, | like him anyway. I'm pretty sure l'm a phenomenal kisser and we seemed to be really hitting it 


off on our date, so what the fuck is he playing at? 


"You probably wanna use the upstairs one. You'll know it's the bathroom when you see a bath and a toilet 
bowl, and such." | break the surface of my thoughts again just as Chris is giving Eva instructions on how to 


find the bathroom. 


"Hey, guys, what's up?" A guy with a weird hat and a tank top barely covering his body squeezes in through a 
door behind us and gives Chris a wave of his hand and then exchanges ice cold looks with Eva, and that 


explains why she's making a bee line for the stairs so eagerly. 


"Wow, you seem like you're having the time of your life" Chris returns his attention to me when Jeff starts 
mixing in with all the other people and saying hi to everyone he knows, which seems to be literally every single 


person here. 


"Yeah, totally." | respond with just as much sincerity in my voice and bring my beer can to my lips. "Do you 


actually own this place?" 

‘lm twenty four, | have to own something.” 

"And you start with a fucking house?" 

"| don't plan on owning much else." 

"Was it very expensive?" 

"Nah, there's an old Indian burial ground underneath the house so they made a discount. | had to swear | won't 
sue the estate agents in case of a zombie home invasion though. And to think we've been lead to believe it's 


just a thing made up by a white middle aged horror writer...” 


Mmmkay.. Chris' face is perfectly straight as he elaborates but | guess | never really was one to understand 
that kind of jokes. "Ha. | can only hope I'll have my life somewhat sorted in a couple of years." 


"What, you don't like living with your friend?" 


"No, | do. There's actually four of us sharing an apartment, but the way | see it, living with three amazingly 
weird girls doesn't really go well with my future career as a politician 


"A politician?" Chris echoes my words with a slight shift in his expression, finally displaying something other 
than vague contentment. "How the fuck did you end up with all these fucking stoners and slack off musicians?" 


"This is safe zone, none of this will show on my official record, so if | don't have any pictures taken with your 


kind there will be no dirt on me once my career kicks off 

"Very shrewd of you." 

"A girl's got to take care of herself. I've got everything calculated” 

Chris‘ expression sours and he gives me a faintly disapproving frown. "How fucking sad" 
"How so?" 


"Where's the spontaneity in your life?" 


"| can be spontaneous..I just need to think about it first." 

He croaks a laugh and | give him a small shrug, taking a sip of beer. "How about this?" He conjures up a joint 
that he had apparently stuck behind his ear, hidden under a luscious mane of black hair, and holds it up before 
me. "I'm willing to share my only daughter with you. Think about that" 

‘lm thinking I'll accept your offer." 

"Perfect. We're gonna have to relocate though." 

"There you are." Eva catches up with us as | follow Chris across the crowded living room, past the staircase, 
into a kitchen that goes out into a porch. She's got a weird look on her face when both Chris and | stop and 
look at her and | can tell there's something she needs to share with me. 

"What's going on?" | insist when Chris looks ahead of him again and leads us out into the porch with a few 
hammered souls trying to sober up in the fresh air, and then my eyes land on a strip of water before us, 
some fifty feet away; the Fremont Cut. It looks nice at this time of night, with the sun down and a million 


lights on the other side; kind of romantic. Except that | swear | smell vomit, ugh. 


"Did | just cockblock him?" Eva whispers casting a quick glance at Chris as he leans against the wooden handrail 
of the porch and covers his face lighting the joint. 


"What? No." 

"Anyway, | just saw Mike." 

"What?!" | exclaim without really raising my voice but Chris still looks at us curiously. 

"You guys okay?" 

"Yeah, yeah, we're fine." 

* * * 

"Hey, isn't that that chick you went out with last week?" Jerry nods his head, his eyes locked on something 
behind me, and | turn my head slightly. Yep, sure is, definitely her, definitely Gwen standing around with a tall 
dark haired chick and a beer in her hand. 

"So how's that going?" Layne perks up. 


"Uh..." 


"Uh?" 

"Uhhh..." Its not really going, | guess. | probably should have called her by now, | don't know why | didn't. It's not 
that | don't like her or something like that, she's actually really pretty and all that, she's attractive and fun to 
hang out with. But! just got the impression she's looking for something more serious than l'm willing to offer, | 
guess? l'm not sure... "I mean." 

"You didn't fucking call her, did you?" Jerry asks with a triumphant cock of his head. 

"Why didn't you? Does she have like an extra toe or something? An STD? A gross skin disease? A glass eye?" 
"A glass eye would actually be fucking badass." Jerry cackles at Layne's wit. 


| don't know, man, | guess | just didn't have time." 


"Didn't have time?" Layne echoes mockingly. "Mike Starr, ladies and gentlemen, world's busiest fucking 


businessman." 


"Hey, how're things going with Demri, Layne?" | rebuke wiggling my eyebrows. "You've been on how many 
fucking dates? Three? Four? Five? And how many times have you seen her naked? What's that? Zero?!" 


Layne gasps dramatically clenching at his chest. "Quit objectifying women, Michael. We're working on our 


emotional bond, you wouldn't understand." 


I'm honestly not too sure whether Layne's only joking, ever since he met this Demri chick he's been acting like 
some sort of a Romeo or something, walking around with a perpetual stoner smile. They really seem to have 
something special going on, which is nice, | guess..if you're actually looking for something special. And either 


way, | prefer my special to involve boobs and intercourse, but to each their own, | guess. 
"Do you think she saw me?" 


"Eva was just giving you a deathglare. They're totally talking shit about you right now, buddy." Jerry plops his 
hand against my back as he examines the two girls behind me, all the way on the other side of the room. 


"Eva? Oh that's her roommate? Fuckin A" | pull my lips into the fakest of fake smiles which Layne and Jerry 
find pretty entertaining. 


| guess | could go over there and just see what the situation is, but from my experience girls always expect 
you to call them within a timeframe of like a few days and if Gwen's roommate is murdering me in her head 


already it can't be good. What's there to lose though, right? 


| tap my fingers against the side of a vodka bottle in my hand as | contemplate this and then take a swig. 


Alcohol makes me funnier, more charming really, | find. Or just like helps me relax or whatever. | leave the 


vodka under Jerry's supervision to make my way towards Gwen and her friend magically disappears before | 


have time to open my mouth. "Hey, how's it going?" 
"Oh, hi." She's totally faking a surprised smile. "Its going." 


What the fuck does that mean? "So um, you must have been wondering why | didn't call you and getting mad 
at me, right?" 


The corners of Gwen's mouth go down and she pulls her shoulders in a brief shrug with a pretty unfazed look 


on her face. "No." 

"No?" 

"No." She repeats and takes a sip of her beer. 

"| guess you wouldn't be interested in knowing that | actually..wanted to call you. But." | take a deep breath and 
let out a sigh as | give her what | consider my most charming pout. | mean, come on, it always works on girls. 
"Thing is, | lost your number." 

"Bummer." She sticks to her nonchalant attitude, washing every word down with some more beer. 

"So you didn't want me to call you?" 

"| mean, it's up to you whether you call or not” 


"So you have no opinion about this?" 


"Come on, don't be naive, Mike." Her eyes sparkle as she gives me the briefest, slyest little smile. "| wasn't 


pining after you for a week, I've got a life, you know." 


Wow. | genuinely can't tell if she's teasing me or if she's being totally fucking serious. Goddamnit, woman. "So if 


| asked you out on a second date right now, what would you say then?" 

"| dontt know. Maybe you losing my number was a sign" She looks totally bored now. What the hell?! 

"Come on, you don't believe that?" 

"Maybe that's just the natural order of things” 

"No, no, you're getting it all wrong, This is a malfunction | was gonna call, its not my fault | didn't you see?" 


"Unnatural order of things? Still could be a sign" 


"But you're a rebel, you have your own way of doing things, don't you?" | gently flick her dangle earring with 
bright blue stones, which is really just a pretext to get closer to her; that's gotta have an effect l'm looking 
for..but Gwen doesn't even flinch, as if l'm a transparent ghost and my proximity does nothing to her. | hate 


how much | love this game. 


"So it's up to me to not associate with people who can't keep track of important pieces of paper with certain 


combinations of numbers." 
"You're gonna break my heart, Gwen" | twirl a strand of her bleached blonde hair around my finger, refusing 
to vacate her personal space as | smirk at her. She's piercing me with her deep brown eyes and | can smell 


that faint flowery scent that my clothes had soaked up after our date last week. 


My eyes dart to her perfectly shaped red lips as she parts them again "But I'm not doing anything. | answered 
all the questions you've asked so far." She bats her long eyelashes and | hold in a laugh. 


"Would you like to go out on a date with me again sometime?" 

"Hmm" 

"Hmm?" | inch closer to Gwen's pursed lips as her face plunges into a thoughtful expression. 
"Depends." 

"On what?" 

"Whether | have time." 


"Well do you have time on Monday?" | feel a side smile growing on my lips when our faces are barely five 


inches apart and she still doesn't move or otherwise acknowledge my closeness. 
"Unfortunately, | don't. | have a job interview." 

"Do you?" 

"Yes." 

"Where?" 

"Do you think I'm lying?" 


To be honest, that thought did cross my mind. And | couldn't blame her, she's got this chasing game down to a 
T. "OF course | don't. I'm just interested in your life." 


"Rock Candy. 
"What about Tuesday?" 


"I can't." Gwen shoots me down again but | can feel her breath on my lips and | can practically hear her lashes 


fanning the air as she blinks in slow motion; in my head at least. 
"Wednesday?" 
"Hmm. Wednesday's good. Okay, sure.” 


"Okay, good" | lean in even closer but she fucking turns around one tiny millimetre short of a kiss and gives 


me the slyest smile over her shoulder, leaving me hanging. 
"| need another drink" 


Wow, fuck, man, she has me wrapped around her pinky so fucking tight right now. Get your shit together, 
Mike. 


Goddamnit, woman. God fucking damnit. You are fucking amazing, Gwen, honestly. 


6. Deanna, Unicorn, Indigo 


| step on a small tower of books that | assembled on my bed, since that's the only way | could manage to get 
my elbows out through the skylight and lift myself up, and finally manage to clamber out on the sloped roof. 

lts actually surprisingly well suited for a chilling spot - there's about a four foot wide and about as tall brick 
barrier that keeps me from sliding down off the edge of the roof, and | can either half-sit or lie back against 
the slated surface pretty comfortably. Of course there's not a fucking chance | could pull this off when it's 


raining which significantly limits the amount of time l'm gonna spend up here. 


| sit a pack of chocolate coated peanuts on the open skylight that very conveniently serves as a small table 
right now, grab a folded newspaper that | had tucked behind the waistband of my jeans, and when l'm finally all 
settled in | recognise Sweet Child o' Mine coming from my bedroom, from my ancient Walkman that | left on 
my bed with the radio turned on They've been constantly playing that song for about a month now, ever since 
it came out as a single, and it's impossible to not know every single word by now. "She's got eyes of the bluest 
skies as if they thought of rain." It's impossible not to sing along too. And there's something vaguely satisfying 
about bellowing along to a pretentious love song on an evening like this; the air is warm and sweet up here 
somehow, the sun's all ready to set, and | survived yet another Monday. "/d hate fo look into those eyes and 
see an ounce of pain." | open the newspaper and flip through the pages looking for something interesting to 
read. "Her hair reminds me of a warm safe place where as a child Id hide and pray for the thunder-" | actually 
fucking flinch when | hear a sudden creaky sound of a window being opened and then Mark pokes his head out 
through a skylight some twenty feet to my left. 


"Why are you singing on my roof?" He beams at me and | try my best to not let the embarrassment show in 


my face. 


First of all, this is not your roof. And | wasn't singing.." | add quietly as he hoists himself up and out through 
the window hole. 


"And Guns N' Roses too... | thought you were cooler than that, Novak" Mark makes his way towards me and | 


shove a couple of peanuts into my mouth as | watch him. 
"No, I'm not very cool. Why would you ever think that?" 


He leans back against the roofing next to me and parts his lips and then gives me a totally baffled expression 
and a shrug. "No idea" 


"Peanuts?" | hold out the bag for him. 


"You are using food to tame me, aren't you? I'll tell you a secret." His face drifts into a usual smirk as he 


helps himself to a handful of peanuts. "Alcohol would do the trick faster." 


"Yeah, well I've got all the time in the world either way." 


"Hmm. | thought /had it" His remark is so absurd that | can only be totally fascinated by it, and the way he 


delivers it too, with an accompanying gesture of pointing his thumb at his side of the roof. 


| think that's why | like Mark Arm, | like when people have slightly unusual mannerisms or ways of speaking. 
Just like Eva who always forgets words and tries to use the second best thing on her mind instead, or Lizzy 
who tends to keep jumping between topics in her head so rapidly it's sometimes hard to follow her, or Gwen 
who should have a masters degree in sneaking Marilyn Monroe quotes into conversations at the most random 


times. 
"So what's crackin? Saw an-" 


"Shh!" | wave a hand in front of Mark's face as | dart my eyes to my window at the sound of Nick Cave 
beginning to sing about a Deanna. | wish I'd turned the sound up a little more because | fucking love that song, 
and the new Bad Seeds record came out today too, which is very exciting. | just need to remember to pick it 


up tomorrow..which is kind of a challenge with my windswept head. 

"Now this is a lot better. See, | knew you weren't totally hopeless.” 

"You ever seen them live?" 

"Never. You?" Mark mimics me whispering which | didn't realise | started doing. 


"A couple of years ago. It was..an experience. Nick Cave was busted for heroin possession a few days before 
my show, supposedly, but they were fucking amazing when | saw them. | think the Bad Seeds are only-What 


are you doing?" 


Mark pushes himself into a standing position and sort of hugs me with his hands against the slated roof on 
either side of me. This could actually be very dangerous, if | was a deranged lunatic I'd just have to give him a 


little push and watch him fall five floors down, and he doesn't know l'm not. 


"You think the Bad Seeds are what?" He urges me to keep talking as he kind of rolls over to the other side of 
me and steps over to my skylight. 


"The Bad Seeds... | think the Bad Seeds and Sonic Youth are pretty much the only two bands in their league. Like 
they.." | pause as Mark climbs over the frame of the widow with his legs dangling inside my bedroom and then 


completely disappears inside. 
“They what?" 


| lean against the bottom of the window frame to see what the hell he's doing and he looks up at me with the 
same nonchalant smile and then hands me the portable radio before hopping off my bed. 


"I think they're totally fucking unprecedented. I'm not even saying that from the standpoint of a superfan or 
anything, there's loads of other bands | love, but the Bad Seeds and Sonic Youth are, | think, setting a totally 
different path for music." 


"Did we tell you we're going to do some shows with Sonic Youth in a couple of months?" Mark asks without so 


much as a glance up at me as he stands examining my wall of pictures. 


"No, that did not come up." | actually have to stop myself from ‘wow?l'ing at that because now it would 


actually make me sound like a kind of a superfan. "Hitting it big time, huh?" 

"Obviously." 

"How do you know them?" 

"We dont, really." His dark brown eyes find mine for a second before he returns his attention to what | can 
tell from here is a photo of me and my sister. "We just happened to know someone who knows someone who 
knows the right someone... You get the idea" 


"That is fucking cool..." 


"Is that your sister?" He points at one of only five real photographs on the wall amongst all the clippings and 
postcards and posters and all sorts of other junk. 


"Uh-huh." 

Following my answer Mark finally returns to the window and emerges on the roof again. "So what's your 
story?" His voice has changed, | think; | can't quite put my finger on what's different about it, but it just 
sounds more genuine somehow as he awkwardly makes the trip back to his spot on the opposite side of me. 
"What story?" 

"Your story." 

"| don't have one yet" | narrow my eyes slightly at his cryptic wordplay. 


"There must be some drafts, l'm sure?" 


"That's not fair. You just told me your band's opening for Sonic Youth, nothing | could possibly say would be 


anywhere near that level of awesome. You're setting me up for a failure." 


| know you're not very cool, | don't expect anything really interesting from you. l'm just getting friendly with 


the neighbours for when | need someone to provide me with an alibi in a time of need" 


"Oh of course, well in that case..." 

"Why did you come to Seattle?" 

"| told you. The education stuff” 

"No, but why did you choose Seattle?" 

Should | answer that honestly? | always feel like that statement sounds much more dramatic and a lot worse 
than what it actually means. It was just my lust for freedom, | guess. "Its the farthest place | could move 
without leaving the country, pretty much.” 

"Fair enough." Mark lets out a totally unperturbed sigh and reaches for some more peanuts as | turn the radio 
sound up a little when a song | don't know but am beginning to like starts. "So are you gonna come here to sing 
a lot now?" 


"| wasn't singing." 


"Okay. So are you gonna come here to make melodic sounds with your vocal cords a lot?" He pops his eyes at 


me, wiggling his fingers before my face. 


"Are you gonna be the annoyingly ever present neighbour a lot?" | shove his shoulder gently since | don't really 


fancy the idea of being charged for first degree murder at this point in my life 
"Are you gonna be the weird new neighbour a lot?" 

"You didn't answer my question" | poke him with a rolled up paper. 

"| asked first" Mark grabs it and pokes me back. 

"And | asked second. So?" 

"Common courtesy. 

"PEt 

"Not cool, weird, and rude." 

"At least | haven't pushed you off the roof yet" 

"So you do like the annoyingly ever present neighbour after all?" 


"Not particularly, | just don't want to be associated with your death." 


"And | will always find comfort in that." He drawls and leans back all the way until he's practically lying, folding 
his arm sunder his head and closing his eyes. | unfold my newspaper again and shake it a little before turning 


to the comics page. 


* * 

| can't fucking deal with this asshole. Jeff came in this afternoon and forced me to wash the dishes while he 
stayed at the front pulling coffee, which is especially unfair because | spent the whole day yesterday with my 
hands in water up to my elbows since John didn't feel like doing that either. Jeff keeps fucking talking about 
how he's worked here longer and he knows stuff and he can do everything better and quicker, which is total 
bullshit. And now what's-her-face is hanging around here again, so no wonder he was so keen on working at 


the counter Today. 


"Maybe don't come in at all next time if you're just gonna hang out with your girlfriend" | mumble taking off 
my apron and hanging it on a hook next to the kitchen door that | just walked out of. 


"If you don't like this job so much maybe you should find another one." 

Its you | don't like, not the job." 

"You need to fix your attitude, Eva" He's fucking smirking at me. | can't fucking deal with you, ugh. 
"Whatever, Jeff John didn't hire me to wash the dishes so you can go f.." | don't even know if | actually finish 
that sentence out loud because Gwen bursts in through the door like a hurricane and slaps her hands against 
the countertop. 

"Are you done? | need your help..not so much help, really, | just need you to come with me." 

"What?" 

She quickly sans me with her eyes and | know she's evaluating my choice of clothes of the day. "Come on, l'm 
gonna get a parking ticket." Gwen points a thumb behind her without explaining anything and turns around on 


her heel. 


| grab my bag, shoot one last deathglare at Jeff, just for good measure, and get outside where Gwen's already 
in our car by the curb. "Whats going on?!" 


"| don't want to have sex with Mike tonight." Gwen gives another semi-explanation as she starts the car. 
"Hmm..okay?" 


‘If we're alone l'm pretty sure we'll end up doing that.” 


"So you're taking me to your date?!" 

"So | told him | wanted a sort of.." She squints a little with her eyes fixated on the road ahead. "A casual date, 
just to hang out, you know. | really just wanted to see how he'd react. So we finally decided that | should come 
to this bar..Unicorn He knows someone who works there and there might- You said you liked the other guys 
in the band, right?" 

"Um, they're okay.” 

"Well, they were gonna hang out there tonight anyway. | sort of forced myself onto them, | told Mike we can 
still have a drink just the two of us, but you know, the atmosphere won't be too intimate, so that's what | 
wanted. Do you think it means anything? That he was okay with this?" 

"Well he's obviously really into you, but who isn't? But | don't know, he kinda seems like a." 

"Like a bad boy, right?" 

"Yeah." 

"Well that's the thing, you're coming with me so that he doesn't get any ideas-" 

"But | don't want to go on your date!" 

"Please, Eva, | will be forever grateful." 


"Who brings a friend to a date?!" 


"I do. Come on, | just want you to be there so that he understands right off the bat I'm not going home with 
him tonight." 


"Gwen." | can't believe she's getting me into all this. | mean, | want to help her, but that's just fucking 
awkward, isn't it?! 


"Look.. The fact that he didn't call makes me think he's a typical douchebag, but he's not always like that, so.." 
"So..." | let out a sigh. "You just wanna be sure about him?" 


"Yeah." 


‘| mean.. You'll have to buy me something to eat because l'm fucking starving." 


"Not a problem." Gwen beams at me. She got that job at Rock Candy and she says her boss is really cool too, 
so the four of us had a little celebration with leftover bourbon the other night. All of us having jobs honestly 
has so much potential; all the clothes to be bought, all the places to be seen, all the booze to be drunk with 


the money we each make. 


There's always a tube of mascara or a lipstick lying around in the glove compartment or on the back seat, 
which is very fortunate. | touch up my makeup on our way to look more presentable; | feel like working with 
Jeff Ament has been sucking all life and youth out of me and | swear | always look exactly how | feel. 


The bar that Gwen was talking about is actually two streets away from Kat's thrift shop, but it's almost half 
past nine so even if | wanted to ditch Gwen and go hang out with Kat | couldn't because she's probably home 
already. Not that | would ditch Gwen, but still. | feel like | might end up being really bored or worse - feeling 
like a third wheel. 


I've never been here but | know they have a stage downstairs, even though the place doesn't look very big at 
all when we walk in. Its got a weird Wild West meets circus kind of theme inside, which l'm sure Kat would be 
really into, but | immediately notice the prices of food and alcohol and | have no complaints about anything 


anymore. 


"Does he know I'm coming too?" | spot Mike sitting at the bar alone with an empty shot glass before him as 


he's chatting away with a female bartender. 
"He's about to find out in a second" Gwen flashes me a grin and leads the way towards the bassist. 


When he turns around to face us he's got a hilariously bewildered expression on his face and | almost feel 


sorry for the guy. "Hey.. Hi, guys." Mike collects himself pretty quickly. 
"| forgot | was supposed to pick Eva up from work today.” 
"So you brought her here." 


"Yeah. | didn't want to be late." 


"You're kinda twenty minutes late, sweetie." | swear, Mike's eyes give out a spark as he looks at Gwen. There's 
so much sexual tension between them two, and if anything he'll probably stick around just to win this game of 


hide and seek that they're playing. He looks like the kind of guy that doesn't like losing. 


Mike doesn't look happy at all when | order a sandwich with some fries on the side with no intention of 
disappearing, and | can't blame him, but | really don't give a shit about them two, l'm just hungry and tired. | 
do, however, move two seats away from them pretending | just want to be closer to the napkin dispenser, but 
Gwen still keeps dragging me into their conversation, and if that's her idea of getting back at him for acting 
like a jerk then I'm not going to stop her. 


"Yo, what's up, gang?" Layne and Jerry materialise as if out of nowhere just when | push my empty plate 
away. They've either been watching us or this band has a telepathic connection between them, because it's so 


obvious they came to Mike's rescue. Or in other words, they came to make sure | don't disturb the date. 
"Having a little meal, are we?" Jerry teleports right next to me and gently elbows my side. 


| haven't talked to either of them much but I've met the whole band at the party at Chris, Andy, and Xana's, 
and they all seem pretty cool. They joke around a lot and who doesn't like laughing? | actually met a bunch of 
people that night, | probably wouldn't even remember all of their names, but everyone was pretty friendly and 
| had fun. | also ran into Aimee, this girl | used to work with a while ago, and did some catching up with her - 
turns out she started dating the one and only Matt Cameron over the summer. The whole night kind of made 
me feel nostalgic for college parties where there's a certain kind of unity feeling, like we're all in it together 
and we're all friends before we even meet. I've always thought all of that was supposed to end once you 


graduate and start living in the real world, but turns out | was wrong. 
"Yeah, | just finished my shift at work so | needed to recharge." God | hope | don't have ketchup on my mouth. 
"| don't see a drink though? How come you don't have a drink, Eva?" 


| shrug in response and then, as if on cue, Sean walks over to us with a glass of beer in his hand and just as 
he's about to slurp the white foam from the top Layne snatches the drink from him and holds it up for me. 
"Look, Sean bought you a beer." 


"What the fuck?!" The drummer glares at Layne and | hesitate not wanting to rob the poor guy of his 


refreshment. 


"We'll get you another one, this one's for Eva" Jerry shimmies his way towards Sean and pats his cheeks 


which commences a mock fistfight between them two. 


"Hey, you wanna come sit with us?" Layne steps closer to me and thrusts the drink into my hand while nodding 
his head to the opposite side of the barroom. "You can't be having very much fun here..." He casts a glance at 
Gwen and Mike, seemingly completely oblivious to our presence, with their heads bowed so close together that 


its impossible to hear what they're talking about. 


"Absolutely." | nod vigorously while Sean and Jerry are still wrestling and Layne smiles at me as | meet his 


eyes that are probably the exact same shade of blue as mine. 


Well | guess thats that then, all my apprehensions about the night are dispelled when we walk over to one of 
the tables and join some other people chilling there. Layne introduces me to a guy and two girls that | think | 
might have seen at the party and we all end up chatting over some beer and cigarettes. 


"PhD?!" Layne asks with an exaggerated gasp between sips of beer in the middle of our conversation. "Your 
parents are probably real proud of you, aren't they?" 


"| guess so. They're happy I'm doing what | love and, you know, that they don't have to worry about my 
future." 


"Funny, isn't it? We do what we love too.." Layne nods his head at his bandmates. “But no parent wants a 
musician child." 


"Well if it makes you feel any better, my folks aren't too happy with my topic of research. It's like it's every 
parent's responsibility to find something to disapprove of” 


"Why aren't they happy with it?" 
"They think it's too close to home." 


"What's the topic?" 


"Is cancer related. Cancer kind of runs in our family and you know.." | shrug without finishing the sentence 
because | don't really know what else to say. | guess people who've been burnt tend to stay away from fire. 


But | know my work can make a difference, whatever small, and that's what's important to me. 


| can see Jerry shuffle a little uncomfortable from the corner of my eye and return his attention to one of 
the girls sitting next to him. That's usually the reaction | get though, no one likes hearing the word ‘cancer’. | 
guess no one knows how to react to it. 


"So you'll invent a cure one day?" 
"Hopefully. Or just waste my entire life in the lab." 


"Nah... | don't think that'd be a waste. Its really cool that you love your..you know, sciency stuff." Layne gives 
me a warm smile; Kat and | actually dubbed him the Lion King that night at their show. He's got the hair for 
the part, curling all around his face, and Kat said there's something majestic about him when he's on stage, 
which | wouldn't disagree with. "People like you trying to sort things out between life and death..that's real 
fuckin’ important. Its about why you do it and it's about trying, you know.’ 


"Thanks, that's really-" 


"Heyyyy, guys. Who's playing tonight?" These two random guys walk up to our table flailing their arms about 
with giddy grins on their faces and everyone looks up. 


They're wearing mismatched Adidas tracksuits and smell faintly of weed, but like the cheap kind that kinda 
reeks of shit. For some reason | feel like these are the kind of people you should totally expect seeing in this 
place; there's just something weird about it all and any place that you could say ‘Kat would love this' about is 


usually a little shady by default. 


"Um, | don't think anyone's playing tonight, buddy." Jerry answers. 
"Really? Aren't you like in a band or something?" 


"Yes. Would you like to book us?" Sean asks in a monotone without even a slightest note of amusement. "We 


don't do private shows though." 


"Oh, you're funny guys, huh?" The shorter and a little chubbier one pats Jerry's back and | feel both him and 


Layne tense up a little on either sides of me. Actually, I'm not that relaxed anymore myself. 


‘Sorry, we didn't mean to bother you." The other guy puts an arm around his friend's shoulders and starts 
turning him around. "We'll catch you some other night" 


We all watch the two strangers walk out of the bar and exchanged totally confused looks. Layne returns his 
chair to a stable position since he was leaning on the back two legs of it for a moment, and his eyebrows go 
up momentarily. "I feel like we're gonna be an alibi for something.” 

* * 

"What's new, pussycat?" 

| push a box with a chessboard and two knights missing from the set under the counter and drape a dark blue 
curtain down to cover the tiny storage space, and then straighten up lifting my eyes to see Stone making his 
way towards me with a happy smile. 


"Hey..." 


"You should get a radio in here or a record player or something. This place could really use some music." He 
stops on the other side of the counter and props his hands against the edge of it. 


"This is not a party venue, Katie" | do what | think is a scarily accurate impression of my boss with her 


trembly, high pitched voice and Stone chuckles. 

"So what's going on in your world?" 

| was actually just counting minutes until Virgin shows up and | can leave this hellhole for the day." 

Stone laughs again, probably at the nickname I've trained all my friends to refer to Virginia, my boss, by. | 
mean, there's nothing wrong with the concept of virginity per se, nothing at all, but anyone who's ever met 


her would agree that it's a perfect little nickname for her. Its actually more along the lines of Virgin Mary. 


"Hmm you never come here alone though." | narrow my eyes at Stone. 


Psh..." Stone waves me off with a flick of his wrist and a slight frown and | arch my eyebrow at him. "Okay, 
so | can't hang out at Raison d'Etre right now becouse Jeff's still mad at me. | mean can you fucking believe 
that?!" 

"Amazing. Why would he ever be mad at you?!" 

"| know, right?!" 

"You poor soull" 


"Thank you! | mean he should just fucking get over it already. | actually did him a favour." 


"By intentionally telling Eva, a total stranger, about the vacancy so that Jeff's girlfriend wouldn't get the job? 
Yeah, sounds like it." 


"You don't understand." Stone's over exaggeratedly horrified expression only gets more intense with every word 
as his hands start fiddling with all sorts of stuff on the counter. "No one likes Heather. No one at her job likes 
her, no one in her building, no one that we hang out with, no one in our band. Jeff probably doesn't like her 
either." 

"Sure, and he /oves Eval" | cackle infinitely amused by Stone's emotional investment in his friend's life. 

"He will, eventually. A bunch of our friends met Eva at that party the other night and everyone agrees she 
seems like a much more pleasant person to work with than Heather, but | mean Jeff.. Poor Jeff, he's being 
crushed by a giant obnoxious thumb, he's trapped 

"Or maybe he's just." | pop my eyes as wide as | can and lower my voice. "Dare | say it..in love?" 

"You don't know what you're saying, Katie. Heather is a creature void of anything loveable." 

"Does she know you feel about her that way?" 

| once saw a tiny Stoney voodoo doll in her bag. | swear to god" He assures me with a nod and a totally 
straight face. Stone kind of reminds me of one of my brothers; the way he always seems slightly over the 
top, but not in a cheerful, bubbly kind of way. Everything about him - about them both - is actually tinted 
with dark sarcasm. "Eva has a lot of anger for one person too though, like a lot" 


"Oh yeah, try living with her. And have in mind she's got four years of karate experience." 


"You should talk to someone about that, like a child support line or something." 


"She listens to all my phone conversations." | stare off into nowhere and we both remain silent for a moment, 


almost as if we had rehearsed it. 

"Anyway, what are you doing when you get off? Got any plans?" 

‘Not really, no." 

"Let's go get some coffee somewhere." 

What does that mean? Is he just being friendly or trying to ask me out? | don't want him to be asking me out.. 
That's not how dates work though, is it? This is a.spontaneous thing? But he did come here.. But we did talk 
about hanging out sometime. So this is that sometime, right? Ha of course it is! Like anyone who's spoken to 
me more than three times would ever want to ask me out on a date. "Sure." 

"You're paying." Stone informs me right when the door of the shop opens and Virginia walks in with bright blue 
earrings almost bigger than her head. | nod at her with a faint smile in a greeting and return my attention to 
Stone. 

"How dare you?!" 

lm driving, you're buying. That's totally fair." 


"That is fair." | groan and turn around to tell Virginia I'm leaving and to grab my jacket and bag. 


"So Mark Arm's your neighbour, huh?" Stone glances at me over the top of his rustic red Fuego before 
getting into the car. 


‘Oh, is that why you're suddenly my friend? Look, | don't know him well but he knows where | live and | think 


spying on him for you could be very detrimental to my life." 


"What are you talking about, if | needed a spy it definitely wouldn't choose the girl with a flaming head." Stone 
snorts at me turning the key three times before the car gives out a cough and the engine starts humming 


steadily. "Are you going to their show tomorrow?" 
"Yep. | need to see what I'm dealing with. Are you?" 


"Yep. What else am | gonna do?" Stone glances at me with a comically lowered eyebrows, as though that was 
the stupidest question. I'm loving his company so much right now, | swear. | spent almost enire day alone at 
the store, with the occasional customer, and | really wasn't excited about going home while Eva, Lizzy, and 
Gwen are probably still at work No, actually the weather's nice so | was thinking about chilling on the roof 


with some snacks and a magazine or something, but Stone and coffee is a better option 


Actually, I'm still so baffled every time | meet someone new and they put an effort into becoming friends and 
hanging out with me, like why would anyone ever want that? Don't they know-Oh yeah, that's the thing. They 
don't know me yet, they think I'm cool and interesting and all that shit. But honestly, every time there's a new 
person in my life | feel so awkward yet kind of excited. And hey, there's been quite a few new people lately, 
which | can't help but think is some sort of bad omen. The number of days left until the apocalypse is 
probably directly proportionate to the number of friends | made in the past few weeks. Yeah, that's it. 


"Good, good, I'm not sure if I'll manage to get my roommates to come." 
"Yeah, you can always hang out with us." 


Treasure these moments, Stone. Enjoy the days before | do or say something really fucking dumb but it's too 
late to retract that statement. "So are Mudsellouts any good? Objectively speaking?" 


"They're pretty fucking great, actually. Way, way better than Green River was..or ever could have been, 


really" 

* * * 
"Equinox" 
"Nebula" 
"Bicycle" 
"Butt cheek" 


"Aren't those two separate words?" | tear my eyes off the road for a split second to glance at Andy sitting 
next to me. 


"You could very well put a dash in between them, so you just lost again, Christopher." 


"No, a dash means it's two words." It's such a fucking stupid game, it doesn't even really lead to anything, we 
just have to keep saying words at each other without repeating them or stammering but Andy always rubs it 
in my face when | lose. Little shithead. 


"What are words, anyway? It's just a bunch of sounds, maybe all of my wordsaregluedtoeachother!" He spits 
out a string of words in double quick time as | park the car in front of Indigo, a vintage clothing store where 


Xana works. She's already standing outside with a cigarette between her lips, waiting for us to pick her up. 


Speaking of Xana, | think Andy's been avoiding playing this game with her lately after it got a little too intense 
the other night and ended with them not-so-playfully wrestling on the living room floor. She's, well, quite 


competitive. 


"That's Stone's car, right?" Xana points her with the cigarette at a car parked across the street in front of a 
café when | get out. 


"It is." 


"What is?" Andy walks around my car to join us and helps himself to Xana's cigarette but without using his 


own hands. 
"Stone's car." She repeats. "What's he doing here? He didn't come in to say hi to me." 


‘Let's go say hi to him!" Andy starts leading the way across the road without waiting for us to either agree 
or refuse and we follow him. 


It's been like that for a while now, the three of us. And now that Xana's car is getting fixed | get to pick them 
both up after work pretty often. | like it though, we give one another enough peace and space at home, but 
just knowing that they're around makes the silence better. Or the noise; the noise is better with certain people 
than others too. Most importantly, unlike most couples | know, Andy and Xana don't make me want to either 
throw up or shoot myself in the face, for which | love them. 


The little bell above the door clinks faintly as the three of us puddle inside the café and | have to take a 
double look when | spot Stone. He's sharing a tiny checkered table by the wall with a red haired girl; it kind of 
looks like a scene from a Godard movie, or rather that's the first thing that comes to my mind. Instead of 
directly facing each other they're leaning their backs against the wall, both have their legs crossed, both have 
one hand wound around a cup of coffee, and the girl, wearing all black, is holding smouldering remnants of a 
cigarette, flailing her arm around as she explains something to Stone who probably isn't even blinking as he 
watches her. | swear, just put a black beret on the girl and you have a European cinematic masterpiece. | can't 
decide if | want to make it black and white though because | feel like this chick's red hair gives the scene half 


its weird charm..but anyway. 
"Do we know her?" | ask Andy and Xana. 
"| don't think we know her." 


"We don't know her." Xana confirms and as if on cue we all make our way towards Stone and his female 
companion. It's like we don't even care if they're on a date and we're about to butt in. What kind of friends 
would do that, right? | mean, not us, definitely not us. 


Xana and Andy stop in front of their table side by side and | put my arms around their shoulders from behind 
as the three of us look down. The redhead stops talking and looks up and only then does Stone notice us too. 
"Hello, friends." He bares his teeth in a smile. "What's up?" 


"Not much, we just saw your car outside." Xana shrugs and conspicuously shifts her eyes to Stone's new 


friend. 
"Hi, Im Andy. This is Xana and that's Chris. What's your name?" 


"More importantly, how much did Stone pay you to hang out with him?" | add before the girl can answer 
Andy's question or shake his hand that he's holding out for her. 


"Kat. He promised to give me a lift home." 

As soon as she puts out her cigarette butt and her hand links with Andy's he swiftly pulls her up to her feet 
and she nearly knocks her coffee cup over in the process. "You have really nice hair, Kat." He examines the 
girl's locks and I'm genuinely impressed with how well she takes his weirdness. "Doesn't she?" 

"Yeah, she does. You do." Xana lightly runs her fingers along the ends of Kat's hair. 

"Okay, okay, stop freaking her out:" | nudge Andy's shoulder. 

"Nah, it's okay." Kat narrows her eyes a little as they slide from my face to Xana's and to Andy's. 

"| already warned her about you guys, don't worry." Stone informs us as Kat sits down again. 

‘I've seen you wear duct-tape shorts." She looks up into my eyes with just a hint of a smile tinting her lips. "I 
think that freaked me out more than anything in my life, having in mind there couldn't have been a lot of 


ventilation” 


| maintain a straight face, although the memory of that and the fact that she just brought it up so casually 


makes me wanna laugh, and sigh. "You're right, there wasn't." 

"We don't talk about that though." Stone adds. 

"Not a pleasant thing to be talking about." | agree. 

"Kat's Eva and Gwen's roommate, by the way.” 

Oh, so Stone's hanging out with Kat who lives with Gwen. That might come in handy sometime, somehow. l'm 
not even sure, maybe it was Gwen's unapologetic confidence or whatever - although | mean she's obviously 
really attractive physically too - that made her stand out to me, and this new information just tripled the 
chances of me running into her again, which is nice to know. 

"Anyway, we'll be going now, we just wanted to say hi. We need to take Lucy out for a walk" | remind to Andy 


and Xana who look like they'd happily stay and examine the intricacies of Stone's relationship with this girl Kat 
instead. 


"Right, right. Well we'll see you around, Kat. You too, Stoney." Andy ruffles his guitarists hair, then Xana pats 


him on the head with a ‘nice meeting you, Kat as the two of them turn around to leave, and then it's my turn 


to harass Stone a little before | go too. 


"Don't stay out too late, don't make your parents worry, and remember kids, always use protection" | pinch his 


cheek and scurry away before he can hit me back with one of his knife-sharp remarks. 


T. mirror mirror on the wall, who's the fairest of them 
all? 


"Where's Jerry?" 


"On the phone with his girlfriend" | answer before lifting my eyes to look at Sean who just walked into the 
room with a blue haired chick clinging to his arm. A couple more girls follow them in as | watch and disrupt 


the silence that Layne and | have been sitting in with their chattering. 
Girlfriend?" One of the girls ask, obviously not very pleased judging by the tone of her voice. 


"He doesn't really have one, it's complicated" Sean waves her off and grabs himself a beer from our half 
empty case sitting between two amps. "So who's going to OK tonight?" 


"Me, mel” Layne raises his hand without tearing his eyes off a magazine in his lap. 

"Mike?" 

"I don't know, maybe." | answer with a shrug tapping my fingers against my bass fretboard. 
"Got anything better to do?" Sean asks, clearly under the impression that he knows | don't. 


Actually, I'm not really sure myself. | could go with them, see some bands, most likely score with some chick, 
have a good night and just enjoy myself, or.. | could go to Rock Candy to see Gwen and pick her up after she 
finishes her shift, which greatly decreases my chances of getting laid tonight, since that girl loves nothing 
more than torturing me. But | like that, for some fucking reason I'm really into that whole chasing game. 
Maybe l'm bored of most chicks putting out left and right, which sounds fucking stupid. Who the fuck wants 
things to be difficult when they can be so easy? And yet, it makes sense. Gwen keeps me on my toes. | get a 
second chance, but she brings her fucking roommate on a date. | can cop a feel while we're making out, but 
my hands can't wander too much. She looks nice for me, but she doesn't let me see everything. She tells me 
about shit from her past, like guys and friends, but she keeps me at an arm's length. 


"No, yeah, I'll go." | can do both | guess. "So are we gonna play now or what?" 


"Well we have to wait for our blondie, don't we? No offence, Layne. Nothing against blondes." Sean pats our 
singer on the head and sits down behind his drums. 


"He could be on the phone literally for hours, you know." | point out. 


"Go get him then" 


"You go get him." 

"Layne, go get him." 

"Get off my back, Sean. You have two legs." 

"IIl get him." One of the girls volunteers excitedly but | stop her. 

"On second thought, I'm gonna do it" | put my bass down and make a beeline for the door. | figure | might as 
well just call Gwen right now and see what she's planning, | know I'm just gonna be thinking about that while we 
rehearse if | don't do it. 

| walk out of our rehearsal room into a corridor reeking of piss and weed and turn left and go down the stairs 
to an excuse of a lobby. Jerry's leaning his shoulder against a wooden barrier and pressing the receiver of one 
of the three payphones to his ear when | get there, and | go straight for one as well. It's pretty early still, 
Gwen should be home. | dial her number and wait a few seconds before someone picks up. 

First circle of hell. How can | help you?" 

"Um... Hey, is Gwen there?" 

Gwen's roommate takes her time before answering, | guess being a huge fucking weirdo slows you down, and 
for a moment all | can hear is Jerry's voice mumbling something about distance and second chances. "Yeah. 
Hang on a sec, I'll get her." She finally says without the initial casualness in her voice. 

| guess all of Gwen's roommates have an opinion about me already then, which is kind of unfair, they don't 
know me. | mean, if they actually knew me..ha, boy, would they have an opinion, let's be honest. But either way, 
| don't really give a fuck. Its not them that I'm interested in, so who cares what they think about me. 

"Hello?" 

"Hey, beautiful" | lower my voice when Gwen finally gets to the phone. 

"Hey, Mike. What's up? Why are you calling? Did you miss me already?" 

"So lets say | did.. When do you finish work tonight?" 


"What's it to you?" Gwen's clearly teasing me, | can just see her smirking face right before my eyes. 


"| wanna give you a ride home, make sure you get there safe. It is, after all, a very fucked up world we live in 


You never know who might be lurking around a dark corner" 


"How chivalrous of you." 


"You sound surprised, which is kind of offensive, but I'll let it slide this time, because l'm that nice." 

‘OF course. Anyway, | get off at half past two." 

"Perfect." 

"If you're not here by the time l'm done, I'm not gonna wait." 

"Roger that." 

"| gotta go now or I'll be late." 

"Okay. See you in a few hours." 

When | hang up Jerry's still talking to his long-distance off-again-on-again semi-girlfriend and | kick the side of 
his boot to get his attention. "Look, | gotta go... Okay.. Okay.. Yeah.. Bye." He finishes the conversation quickly 
and hangs the receiver on its hook. 


"Done?" 


"Uh... Depends, in which sense?" Jerry takes out a pack of cigarettes, seats one between his lips, and offers one 


to me as we head for the staircase. 


"Long distance is never gonna work for you, man. You can't even manage short distance. The only kind you can 


do is no distance." 

| don't know, | can still give it a shot. It'd be a shame to throw it all away like that" 

‘Man, now you just sound real fucking sad, you know. Throw what all away?" 

"You know, Dee and | have a history, it's not like a random one night stand thing or something." 


| just shrug my shoulders without delving deeper into that topic; its up to Jerry, whatever he thinks is best. 
Maybe that chick who sounded pretty keen on him will help him decide anyway. 


* eK 


"She's coming out" | report to Chris and Andy who are sitting in the car as | put out the still flickering 
cigarette butt with my boot. "There's that blonde girl with her. Gwen, right?" | keep my eyes on Kat and her 
roommate walking out of their apartment building on the other side of the street as | continue my 


commentary. 


"Okay, get in, Xana." 


"Don't tell me what to do, Landrew." | poke Andy's nose through the open car window but then get into the 
back anyway while Kat waves at Gwen and they part ways. 


"Hey, guys. Am | late? Have you been waiting long?" Kat runs across the road and slides into the seat next to 


me a minute later. 
"Nah, we were just having a cigarette break" | assure her as she shuts the door closed 


Stone asked Chris to pick her up on our way to OK Hotel so we're doing that. | feel like it's my job to find out 
what makes Kat tick though; if this is the girl that Stone's having coffee dates with, | need to crack her open 
and see in what weird ways her head is wired to make her like Stone. | mean it's not that the guy is impossible 
to like or anything, but it just doesn't happen a lot. Or it's just that Stone usually hangs with the guys in the 
band or..well, guys in other bands. But now there's a girl. Interesting. 


"So where's Gwen off to?" Andy turns around to look at Kat when Chris starts the car. God, Andy's such a 
child, kneeling on his seat and hugging the backrest, staring at this new girl with huge eyes. | love that, | 
actually do. | feel like I'm not always as friendly-or | don't come off as friendly as socially acceptable, | guess, 
but Andy sort of compensates for it. "Why didn't you bring Eva? Didn't you have one more roommate? Jeez, 


it's like a clown car in there..your place's probably never quiet?!" 
"Uh well, they're actually gonna come later... Not Gwen though, she's off to work. But Eva and Lizzy are coming 
to OK after work" She's got a strange kind of look on her face, kind of like a deer caught in the headlights, but 
then again, it's usually the natural reaction people have to Andy. 


"Where does she work?" Chris gets our attention with a question, steadily tapping his index finger against the 


steering wheel. "I mean, they. Where do your roommates work?" 
"Lizzy works at Fairmont and Gwen just got a job at Rock Candy, and well Eva-" 


"Raison!" Andy cuts Kat off. "| used to work there before her, you know. Jeff can get all riled up for no reason 


if its a busy day at the café." 

"Yeah, well.. Either way, him and Eva don't really, um..." 

"He doesn't like Eva much, no" Chris mumbles more so to himself than any of us, sort of like making 
comments about the conversation rather than participating. He does that sometimes; he keeps to himself more 


often than not, and just sort of compensates by making bad jokes, to not seem overly antisocial. 


"Yeah, well it was Stone's fault anyway.” 


"He didn't do much damage." | shrug at Kat's remark Honestly, Jeffs better off not having to see Heather 
24/1. He just needs to fucking breathe sometimes without her controlling how much air he inhales. "Speaking of 
Stone, how was the coffee?" 


"Um... Good? Pretty cheap, too." 


Well that's not exactly what | was asking about.. | mean, not the coffee itself, but okay. "Stone drinks a lot of 


coffee, doesn't he?" 
"Uh... Yeah! Actually, he had two cups while | was working on just one." 


"So you ever seen us live?" Andy butts in again and kind of derails us, but not entirely since | still get a chance 


to sneak in a few Stoney questions. 


When we get to OK Hotel it becomes totally impossible to take one step without someone's friend or 
acquaintance coming up to say hi; that's Seattle for you right there, a big village. Actually, it's kind of weird | 
never ran into Kat before now that | think about it; we seem to have a bunch of friends in common, and it 
sounds like she's been going to pretty much all the same shows as me for the past few years. Then again, 
when | finally got to actually personally meet Demri I'd already knew who she was from friends of friends, 
since she literally knows everyone. | guess in Seattle, it's just a matter of time, one way or another you'll end 


up running into all these people and actually getting to know them on some degree eventually. 
"Firetop!" Matt Lukin's voice cuts through my ears like a rusty saw, even through the sound of one of the 
bands already playing on stage. Firetop is his nickname for Kat, | assume, and she confirms it when she shoves 


her hands into her jacket pockets and shuffles towards him with a totally straight face. 


Andy, Chris, and | don't stay behind either since Matts standing around with Kim and Steve, who are probably 


discussing some high level pseudo political influences of punk rock or something like that, their usual banter. 
"Are you two arguing about music again?" Chris pretty much voices my thoughts. 

"We're not arguing, we're having a discussion" Kim corrects him while we all say hi. 

"Oh, Kat. Quick question." Steve grabs her shoulder with a manic look on his face which even | have seen too 
many times to now know that the said question is probably gonna have to do with.. "Les Pauls are easier to 
play than Strats?" Guitars. 


"From my totally, ridiculously amateurish experience..yes, I'd say so." 


"They're all amateurs here." | assure Kat with my hand stuck in my bag, feeling around for my cigarettes, and 
the guys all mumble in agreement. 


| slowly drift away from the group when | spot a tiny brunette who'd just walked inside and is now waving and 
saying ‘hi's to pretty much every single person she runs into. She always does that European thing..or is it 
French? Anyway, she always kisses people on both cheeks, and her over the top hand gestures are only 


matched by her smile bigger than her head. 


"Xanal" She sings out my name making her way towards me with her arms outstretched, ready to envelop me 


in a hug. 

"Hey, Dem." | hug and kiss her back, keeping my cigarette away from her wild hair. 

"So who- Heyyy!" She momentarily gets distracted by another acquaintance while her whole body is in this 
sort of dancy swinging mode, which is kiiind of too much, even for Demri. Hmm. "So who are you with? Where's 
everyone?" 

"Chris, Andy, and | picked up Stone's new lady friend on our way, so they're somewhere around" 


"Aw Stoney's got a girlfriend? How adorable!" 


"Intriguing might be a better word for it, but yeah, seems like it. We found them having a coffee date 
yesterday so that might be a thing now, | guess. Is Layne here?" 


Demri's whole face lights up even more and I'm pretty sure she's gonna blow a fuse if she keeps this up. "He's 


coming a bit later." 

"So how are you two, anyway?" 

"Oh, you know, everything's great. Real great." 
"Great as in.." | urge her to talk. 

"You know..great!" 

"You had sex!" 


"What?!" Demri attempts to laugh it off, not very convincingly though. If there's one thing Demri Parrott can't 


do, it's lying. "In what language does great mean sex?" 


"Yours! You totally fucking boned, didn't you? Finally, | was beginning to worry you two were starting a dry 
spell group." 


The most ludicrous sigh escapes Demri's mouth and she throws herself at me, looping her arms around my 
waist and standing on her tiptoes. "He's amazing, Xana. I've never felt about anyone the way that Layne makes 


me feel, | swear." 


"Well I'm glad to hear that" | pinch her chin with a smile. This tiny girl is a force of nature, and lately it seems 
like she's finally found her match. "And that's as much as | need to hear, actually. l'm not requiring a detailed 
recap of what exactly is so amazing about Layne." 

"You sure? He's also amazing in that department." 

"Nah, l'm good, really.” 


"Okay" She flashes me a smug grin. "So who's this new girl that Stoney's got himself?" 


"That redhead talking to Kim and Steve over there." | point out their little group and Demri eyes her with the 


same manic smile. 

"| love her hair! Let's go, introduce me to her. What's her name?" 

One of Demri's talents is that she can read people like open books; she just looks at someone and whips out the 
most random thing that they instantly bond over, so about three minutes into their introduction, | leave her 


and Kat gushing about Cocteau Twins. 


"Hey, youl" Andy waltzes up to me and thrusts a beer bottle in my hand, holding on to the other one for 


himself. 


"Thanks, hun." | pinch his cheek fully aware of how much he hates it; or rather hates how much he loves it..or 


loves how much he hates it..either way. "Hey, have you seen Stoney? Is he here yet?" 
"Yeah, | just saw him at the bar with Greg. Why?" 
| mean, aren't you curious about his new infatuation with Kat?" 


"Well | did always assume he would end up with Jeff, but there's still time. We're all young here." Andy jokes 


with a smirk. 
"She seems cool." My eyes find Kat as | muse out loud. 
"She does. We don't know that Stoney's infatuated with her though. He said she's his friend" 


"Friend shmiend. Do you honestly expect Stone to just tell us something like that? Remember how he had a 
crush on that girl, what's-her-face..." 


"Claire?" Andy reminds me as | snap my fingers trying to pull the name out of thin air. 


"Yeah, her. Remember how he denied it for two months before he finally found the balls to ask her out..not 


before getting drunk. For courage" 
"Yeah, and then she told him she had just started seeing someone... Poor Stoney.” 
"Exactly. So as his friends, | think its our duty to make sure he doesn't fuck up like that again" 


"And how are we going to do that, my lovely Xana?" Andy grasps my chin with his fingers and brings his 
stupid adorable face with a huge childish grin closer to mine. 


"Subtly, of course. By way of intricate psychological tactics and power of suggestion’ 


* eK 


Apparently, Mudhoney's functioning on a real tight budget by all means of the word. Their tech, or whatever 
he's trying to be here, is as good as free food samples at Costco, which I've seen a homeless man once refuse 
to eat. This guy who's supposed to help carry the gear from the van and set everything up on stage is 
already either really drunk or really done with everything, or both, so Steve's attempts at reminding him of 
his duties seem to go in through one of his ears and leave through the other a second later as they stand 


outside by the back door. 


Before | can reach them, Mark materialises next to the two guys with a vaguely nonchalant smile. "Hey, man, 


either be groovy or leave." | hear him drawl as | catch up with them. 
"Hey, Mark, what's your problem?" 


"What's my problem? Singular? Hmm where do | even begin?" Mark stares at the guy with cheerfulness in his 


voice until he waves him off and turns away. 
"Either be groovy or leave? Oh, | get it, you're like the Bob Dylan of the group." 


Mark's eyebrows dip over his eyes as he gives me an exceptionally well feigned look of confusion, then he 
grabs a strand of his own hair and tugs on it to bring it in front of his face and squints at it. "I don't see it, 
the hair's all wrong. Mine's not even curly at all.” 


"What's up with that guy anyway? Not very cool of him." | cast a glance at the guy still refusing to do 
anything. 


"That's Bob. Bob is what we can afford, so we love him. We're trying to train him before the tour. And 


anyway, this venue's terrified we'll break something, so if we do we'll just blame it on Bob over here." 


"Break something? What could possibly give them that idea?" | ask as Lukin's off key singing and the sounds of 


him smashing bottles against the wall of the next building serves as our muzak. 


‘| really have no idea" Mark shrugs exaggeratedly and grabs one of the amps. 
"Do you need my help?" | lift a random cardboard box with rolls of cable poking out. 


"Hey, don't touch anything. You're not supposed to do that stupid loser's job." Steve grabs it from me and 
Mark just shrugs and goes inside with the amp. 


"Look, | don't offer my help often. You better use the opportunity while it's there.” 

"Okay. Sit here and see that those kids don't steal anything." Steve nods his head at three boys lurking around, 
slowly making their way from the far end of the alleyway with a half done six-pack of beer, by the looks of it. 
"Not that there's anything worth stealing..." 

| sit down on the edge of their rusty van's open trunk and watch as the guys make a few trips to get all the 
stuff they need inside. Or rather Mark and Steve, since Lukin and Dan are happily chugging beer and playing 
garbage can drums. It doesn't take long before Mark comes back to me to lock the van and while he's doing 
that | notice the three kids spray-painting ‘punk's not dead' on a wall some feet away from us. Ah, to be young 
and stupid.. | mean, | am young..and probably stupid, come to think of it. But at least my underage drinking days 
are long gone. 

"What's funny?" Mark looks at me strange prompted by my involuntary snort. 

"Their wildly original art ventures, | guess." 

"Why?" 


"lts not a fucking pet hamster, it can't be dead." 


"Yeah, but they're making a statement" He widens his eyes at me dramatically while shouldering the van door 


to shut it and lock it. 


"Need help?" | ask for the second time. Mark's holding a beer in one hand too and it's obviously distracting him 


from the rickety van door, so | step over and take it from him. 
"Don't drink my beer." 
"| wasn't gonna." 


"I don't know if | trust you." Mark snatches the bottle from my hand and | spend the next five seconds 


watching him put the neck of it into his mouth, making sure every millimetre of it is covered in his saliva 


"You need to work on your trust issues, Mark ‘Ew! Arm" | frown as he hands it back to me and slams the 


van door shut. 

"Hey, how did you know ew is my middle name?" 

"Just felt like it would suit you." 

"Yeah, | was an ugly baby, it was rough." 

"Was? 

Mark lets out a sigh and bobs his head slowly. "Yeah, once an ew, always an ew. You cant help being one." 
"Exactly." 


"And you would know all about it too." He adds with a smirk, retrieving his bottle. "Hey, you don't have a car, 
do you?" 


"| don't even have a license. Why?" 


"Oh | thought you'd stay sober and we could catch a ride home with you afterwards. Matt is only allowed to 


drive five times a year and tonight's not one of them." 
"Why would you think | wasn't gonna drink?" 
"You said it. You said you weren't gonna drink when you were holding my beer." 


"I said |.. What is even going on in there?!" | poke Mark's temple and he reacts by pulling his lips into an 
abnormally large smile, which I've noticed is his default response to most things. "Eva's probably driving over 


here, I'll let you know." 
"Great. Now go lower your expectations and find yourself a spot next to people who seem least likely to puke.” 


| do exactly as told and | find myself a spot not too far from the stage when the guys get their cue to go on. 
Eva said she's picking Lizzy up after work and they're coming over, though I'm not exactly sure when that's 
happening. Either way, | can't really concentrate on that when Mudhoney start their first song and | can 
fucking feel Danny's drums in my veins and Steve's guitar is making the hairs on the back of my neck stand, 
and Lukin's never looked more at peace in a very chaotic kind of way than when he's conjoined with his bass, 
and when Mark starts to sing, | immediately remember why | stayed at that one Green River show till the 
very end. | love the feeling of live music, but these guys really are amazing, Stone was actually right. | feel like 
| should gain some punk rock cred solely for having Mark as a neighbour. And Lukin as half a neighbour. 


| don't really know how | managed to miss Mudhoney for the past nine months, but | must be about the only 
person who did. These kids gathered to listen to them are going insane, screaming along to Mark as he squirms 
and jumps on stage in some sort of interpretive dance, throwing himself all around the stage along with Steve 
and Lukin. Eva and Lizzy finally show up in the middle of their set; they somehow managed to find me 
cavorting with all the other youths in the pit and they join us for the rest four and a half songs 


"Did you drive a car here?" | ask Eva when the three of us slink back to the bar to get something to drink 
moments after Mudhoney finished their last song. They're still on stage, dismantling it in another expression of 
artistic energy, so to speak. Really, why would anyone ever think these sweet boys could do any damage?? 
"Yeah, but I'm totally down for getting drunk. | can get the car tomorrow.’ 


‘Could the bitterness in your voice possibly have something to do with one Jeff Ament?" 


"Don't even talk to me about him.. Ugh! Speak of the devil." She shoots a disgusted glare somewhere to my 
left and | turn my head to see Heather surrounded by a bunch of her squawking girl friends. 


"Okay, that calls for tequila shots." 


"NO!" Both Eva and Lizzy scream into my ears, cracking me up. It's the weirdest thing, everyone around me 


hates tequi la. 


Eva orders us two vodka shots each, to start the night, and we down them in double quick time. "Hey, | didn't 
know Mark's got a girlfriend?" 


I'm about to ask what the hell Lizzy's talking about but then | spot Mark with this pretty curvaceous girl, I'm 
about to voice my doubts about her being his girlfriend per se but then she covers his mouth with her 
mouth and yep, there's just something about it that goes beyond a strictly platonic gesture. | guess he does 
have a girlfriend then, to answer Lizzy's question, or at least some version of a friend who is a girl and makes 
out with him. | think | might've passed her on the stairs in our building once actually, then again, | can't really 
see her face. The hair looks the same though, this ashy blonde colour, shoulder length, kind of a messy Brigitte 
Bardot thing going on. 


"| think I've seen her coming over fo his place. Well that's a shame" 

"Why?" | turn back to Eva 

"| don't know, | guess | thought you were gonna get together with him 

"Why?" | don't know if my voice translates my dubiousness and confusion clearly enough. 


"Yeah, | did too." Lizzy admits and | repeat a 'why' with a short laugh. 


"You just kinda seem like you'd fit." 

"You don't even know him." | remind Eva. | don't know him either; | mean | do know some things about him, but | 
met him less than a month ago and | don't even have a crush on him or anything. | mean, maybe | was gonna 
develop one someday, but now this is a totally random proclamation on behalf of my already tipsy roommates. 
| mean, | guess if | thought about it more, | would be a little disappointed that's completely off the table now, 
but it still doesn't mean | like Mark at all. Just knowing that he's got a girlfriend puts an end to any 
potentialities of any rhetorical future crushes, but that still doesn't change anything, | don't like him, and the 


fact that Lizzy and Eva think they got me all figured out annoys me on top of that. | hate when people act like 
that. 


"No, but you just seem like you're getting along pretty well" Lizzy insists for whatever reason 
"So? | get along with people..sometimes." 

"Giggling on rooftops for hours on end?" Eva bares her teeth in a cheeky smile. 

"| mean, | like talking to him, but l'm not into him." 

"Yeah, but we just thought you and Mark would look good together, | guess." 


"So?" At this point | just want to object to Lizzy's reasoning for the sake of it, because all logic has left the 
building, annnd she clearly picks up on it and changes the topic. 


"Did you get here with Stone?" 


"Nah, | carpooled with Chris Cornell, Andy, and Xana. Now that's a delightfully strange group of people to hang 
out with." 


"Why?" 

"| don't know, Andy's all made of fairy dust and happiness, Xana's a Greek goddess, who's actually weirdly 
interested in what | think about Stone.. Hmm.. Anyway, yeah, and Chris is..l don't know, its probably just his 
height, but he's pretty intimidating.” 


‘lm pretty sure he's kind of into Gwen though. Like when we were at their party, he was totally trying to chat 


her up." 


"Really?! Didn't pick that up today when he asked where Gwen's working and then tried to play it off as though 
he's asking about all three of you." 


"Did he now?" 


"Well too bad for him. Gwen's more into bass players, obviously.” Eva shrugs. "I personally hate bass players.’ 
"You hate all musicians." | point out: 
"True. In my defence though, all musicians prove to be flakes sooner or later." 


"You met all the wrong ones. | love musicians. Musicians are great and beautiful and fun" Lizzy bites down the 


tip of her finger playfully and Eva turns to get us more drinks with a roll of her eyes. 


"And that, my dear Elizabeth, is probably the only thing you and | have in common That's pretty much the 


reason | haven't murdered you in your sleep yet." 

"Yeah, absolutely. | feel thankful for it every day." 

"Aw, look at you, you just did sarcasm!" | exclaim proudly pinching her cheeks. 

A while later | find myself standing around with a bunch of people | don't really know that well; the usual 
Seattle crowd that you're bound to run into at gigs and whatnot, so | kind of know all these people but don't 
really see them outside of clubs and bars, or in daylight really. Eva and Lizzy both wandered off separate 
ways too to catch up with people they haven't seen in a while, but last time | saw Eva she was downing more 
shots with this girl she used to work with, so she's setting herself up for a real fun night | guess. 


"What did you say to Xana?" 


"What?" | turn to Stone who just planted himself between me and this one girl going on about the nutritional 


value of pot. He's sporting a mildly confused stare on his face and takes a swig of his beer before answering. 
"She was just asking a bunch of questions about where | found you and why | hang out with you." 
"So?" 


'So..as in, she thinks we..you know.’ Stone's eyebrows dip momentarily as he shrugs one shoulder and brings his 


green beer bottle to his lips again 

"She thinks..what?" 

"You know...” 

"| don't?" | feel a confused smile curve my lips a little. Xana thinks what?? Ohhhh... She thinks.. 


"She thinks that we like each other." Stone finally spits out, just as | figured it out myself. Talking about 


oblivion... 


"| mean, uh, n." 
"Nope..." 
"Like, just..." 


"Yeah that's." Stone shakes his head ever so slightly while staring at me as we both stutter, but thankfully it 


sounds like we're on the same page here. 

"Yeah. No offence, Stone, but | don't find myself wanting to make out with you." That's a hundred percent true. 
| don't find myself wanting to make out with anyone, really. Except maybe Harrison Ford as Indiana Jones, but 
that's it. 

"Oh, I'm fucking heartbroken" He frowns at me and then gives me a smile, looking relieved somehow. 


"So what did you tell Xana?" | look around in case she's anywhere near, but | don't see her. 


"Nothing. | mean, | might have..accidentally lead her to believe things that um, wouldn't generally be considered 


true... But | didn't say anything! It's all her." 

"Why?!" | have to admit, having Stone as my fake love interest isn't the worst case scenario, but still. | guess 
it kind of annoys me a little when people just assume things about me. | mean, it does annoy me. | just don't 
like feeling like people think I'm so simple that they can just look at me once and know everything there is to 
know about me. 

"| don't know, I'll let her have some fun with it" 

"Oh so its a totally selfless act of kindness.” 

"Hey, did | or did | not get Eva her job?" 

"You did, you did." 


"Exactly." 


"Hey, guys!" Danny attacks me and Stone in a communal hug, rubbing his sweaty arm all over my face, and | 


squirm out of his embrace carefully, making a point of not spilling my beer. "Have you seen Matt?" 
"Can't say | have." Stone answers. 
"Can't say | miss him." | add in a quieter voice. Lukin's decided to call me every imaginable name related to my 


hair colour so now every time he addresses me he uses a different one, and they just seem to keep getting 


progressively stupider each time. 


"Hmm. So what're you up to?" 

"Mingling." Stone answer's Danny's question again. 

"Hey, have you seen Mark?" | remember | was supposed to let him know if Eva's gonna be sober enough to 
drive us back home, which she won't, obviously. Danny shakes his head full of bouncing, tattered curls. "Well if 
you do, tell him Eva's totally fucking wasted and we'll all have to walk home." 


"Hmm..." Danny narrows his eyes at me. "I will if lIl remember it." 


‘Oh, speaking of remembering things, | have a couple pairs of drumsticks for you, if you wanna. Used once, 


maybe twice." 

"Sure! Why do you have them?" 

"Why are you giving them to him? | have a band too, you know. | have a drummer too." Stone protests before 
| can answer Danny's question In all honesty, | remembered | have those sticks the other day and my first and 
only thought was to give them to him; I've had them sitting around for too long. 

"| don't know your drummer." 


"Well whose fault is that?" Stone goggles at me but | just wave him off and turn to Danny. 


"Jeff Nelson puked all over my toilet and left his drumsticks at my place last summer..not very straight edge 
of him. Anyway, | figured you'd at least get some use out of them." 


"Jeff Nelson as in Jeff Nelson from Minor Threat?" 
"Yeah, same one." 
"How do-Ohh, your DC buddies, right?" 


"Umm..." For most of my life, I've always been their friend's annoying little sister, but when one of the guys is 


in Seattle and needs a place to crash, l'm suddenly their friend. "Kind of, more or less." 


"Kat!" Lizzy elbows her way towards us and she's got a freaky look on her face while clutching the back of her 
head. Oh this can't be good. 


"What?" 


| need your help." 


"What happened?" 

"Oh, wow Stone starts chuckling after taking a look at the back of Lizzy's head, which | still can't see. 
"Wow what?2" 

"Can you come to the bathroom with me?" She grabs my wrist with her free hand 


"What the hell is wrong with you?" | allow her to lead me away, leaving Stone and Danny starting to laugh 
behind us. 


| uh, | accidentally got some chewing gum in my hair..." 

"How?!" 

"| leaned back against a wall and someone had stuck their gum to it..." 

"Jesus, Lizzy.. You never touch the walls in places like this. That's rule number three." 
"| didn't see it!" She cries out sounding half exasperated, half amused, somehow. 


"Well that's the point of rule number three. Why didn't you get someone to get it out immediately?" 


"I didn't notice it! | was just talking to Jerry and Sean and not thinking about someone leaving a chewed up gum 


on the wall." 


‘Of course, a couple of long haired musicians show up to flirt with you and the rest of the world melts away." 


| mumbled as we reach the bathroom and | take a better look at the pink, sticky lump in Lizzy's hair. At least 


she's holding that handful of hair isolated from the rest of her head, because if she'd let it loose we'd 
probably have to shave her. 


"They weren't flirting with me." She protests lowering her hand as | take over. We get a few curious and then 


sympathetic looks from the other girls in the bathroom as | try to figure out how to get the gum out of 
Lizzy's hair. "They actually showed me this thing.. Did you know most people can't touch their elbows 
together?" 


"What?" 
"Yeah, it's like the tongue curling thing.. A lot of people can't do this..." Lizzy bends over slightly and touches 


her elbows together in front of her stomach, and even though l'm standing behind her, it takes me 


approximately two seconds to figure this one out. 


| bury my face in my palm while holding onto Lizzy's hair with my other hand, and let out a genuine sigh. 
"Don't take this personally, Lizzy, but you're the dumbest fucking person I've ever met." 


"Hey!" She straightens up and gives me a side glare, so | push her in front of the dusty mirror above one of 


the sinks. 
"Do that again and look at yourself." 


"Wh-0h my godl" Her eyes widen at the sight of her boobs practically spilling out of her blouse, squished 


between her arms for everyone to admire. | swear, this girl, mon.. 


* 
"Hey, what did | dol?" | clamber out of the van after Kristi while zipping my pants up. She stops in front of the 
back door of the club and turns to me with a pretty angry look on her face, I'd even call it a murderous 


stare, | think. Man, she does not look cute right now. 


"We just had sex!" She spits out pointing at the van and | want to remind her that happened about thirty 
seconds ago and | still remember it, but she opens her mouth again. "And you want me to high five your!" 


| hold my hands out in a slightly over the top shrug, which | probably shouldn't do. I'm pretty sure I'm dead 
meat if she finds an object sharp enough, she looks that pissed. | don't really see what her problem is though. 
"High fiving someone is amongst the highest gestures of acceptance and appreciation, you know." 

"Oh my god, you're so fucking immature, Mark." 

"What's the fun in being mature anyway?" 

"Well you should try that sometime and then you'd find out maybe." 


"Look, I'm sorry that you got offended by a totally reasonable thing." 


"Reasonable?" She snorts at me and folds her arms over her chest. "Go reasonably high five Steve next time, 


okay?" 
"After we have sex?" 
"Ugh! Maybe you should just start having sex with him too." 


"Well the problem is, Steve's not that into having sex with me. | mean, I've always said it and will always stand 


by my words - if he was a girl, I'd marry him." 


"Mark, fuck you. You're so fucking annoying sometimes.” 


"Again, my apologies." | give her a huge cheesy smile but she just frowns at me like I'm a gross crushed snail 
that she just accidentally stepped on 


"Why do | even bother with you?" 

"Because l'm easy." 

Kristi clicks her tongue, evidently not in the mood to continue with the conversation. | really can't help it 
though, there's something vaguely satisfying about the way she gets all riled by the stupidest little things, 
whereas l'm sure any other normal person would just laugh. "Are you gonna stay here? h the club" She 
clarifies rigidly after | look around the wet alleyway. Huh it's been raining? "Are you gonna stay in the club?" 
"Yeah, | guess so. | wasn't planning on going anywhere else." 

"Okay then, I'll see you..um.. | don't know if I'll have time this weekend." 

"Okay." 

"| don't know if I'll have time next week either, actually.” 

"Okay." 

"Don't you wanna know why?" 


"Um... Yeah, sure, why?" 


Kristi clicks her tongue again and her head almost trebles kind of like a rattlesnake's tail. Hmm. That explains 
those ugly snakeskin boots she's got.. "Forget it, Mark!" 


"What did | do wrong now?" 


"Ugh, go play with Steve." She rolls her eyes at me one last time before swinging the door open with angry 


Vigour and disappearing inside. 


If | didn't know better, I'd think Kristis actually jealous of Steve. The frequency of her bringing him up is really 
just unhealthy. Huh. She probably thinks I'm gay, which is very unethical of her to use me for sex in that 
case. Even if | was a guy that doesn't mean that doesn't mean that | don't..wait, what the hell am | thinking 
about? Yeah, I'm probably gonna go see what Steve's up to. 


"Can | get a high five?" | raise my hand when | find him talking to some people and he immediately slaps his 


palm against mine. 


"What did we just high five?" 

"You dont want to know" 

"Okay" Steve nods once with a completely straight face but | can tell he's pretty drurk already, 

| glance around wondering if | should buy a beer or just steal it from someone nearing the point of blacking 
out, and my eyes trip over Kat behind a couple of people to my left. Her head full of auburn hair really does 


stick out like a sore thumb, even in a dark hole like this. "So you found Danny's soft spot, finally.” 


"What... Oh, the drumsticks? Yes. Who would have thought." She drawls, her voice infused with sarcasm. "So 
what's on the agenda for tonight?" 


| shrug in response. Normally, | would just hang out here with everyone until | was either too drunk or too 
tired to walk home. "Got any suggestions, Novak?" 


"| don't know, McLaughlin 

| let out a dramatic gasp at Kat's use of my father's surname, which isn't totally feigned. "Who told you?" 
"Funny thing happened today, the mailman mixed up our mailboxes." 

"And you didn't think there could be any other Mark McLoughlins in the building?" 

"Oh come on, no one's last name is Arm." 

"And you say /have scepticism issues?" 

"I wish though. Imagine if | had a body part for a last name..like Kat Butt. Hey! Cat Butt!” The amusement 
reflected in her eyes when she realises what she just said is just amazing, even | don't think my own jokes are 


that funny. 


"Kat Butt. You should legally change that, it suits you. Maybe you could get the Cat Butt guys to hire you as 


their mascot..not for money, of course. Not like they have any." 


"Not like anyone | know does." Kat points out the sad, yet vaguely funny truth. "Hey, don't they have a new 
rhythm guitarist?" 


"Yeah, Danny Bland." 
"Right, right. He's a weird guy.” 


"How come?" 


"| have ran into him a few times and all he ever wants to talk about is whorehouses." 
"A perfectly reasonable conversation topic, if you ask me." 
"Yeah, but there's only so much you can say about it” 


"No, I'd like to disagree with that. Whorehouses have many prospects, it's a very futuristic craft in a way. 
Timeless, really. A lot to talk about: 


"So anyway..." She kills the topic with a dubious glance. "Great show tonight. | mean, the Fastbacks really just 
fucking killed it." 


Have | ever even heard Kat not be sarcastic at all? | really don't think | have, at least not for five minutes 
straight, which is pretty impressive considering we've been running into each other almost every other day 
for the past month. Impressive, but kind of annoying too, but mostly just impressive, | guess. "Yeah, the 
Fastbacks are pretty great" 

"But these Mudhoney people were kind of okay too. | didn't believe it when Stone said that, naturally.” 
"Naturally." 


"Okay, so far, three people knew." Lizzy walks up to us and announces without any preamble. "But | can't be the 
only one, its probably some new thing that's only now catching on" 


"Lizzy, that is a time old trick" Kat breathes out wearily. 
"What is? What are we talking about?" 


"Okay, Mark, can you touch your elbows together?" Lizzy turns to me and waits for my reaction with a 


hopeful expression, which | unwittingly wipe off her face once | open my mouth. 
"But | don't have boobs, what the hell would | do that for?" 


Lizzy lets out the most heartfelt sigh and slaps her palm against her face in a gesture of despair. "| need a 


drink, | think." 
"I think you do." 
"I think | need one too." | remember my hands still aren't holding anyone's beer. "I'm kinda hungry as well.” 


"You want an apple?" 


"You have an apple?" 
"Yeah." Kat nods reaching her hand into her bag already. "So? You want it or not? | have two." 
"Yeah, sure, thanks, Kat Butt Novak." 


| know for sure I've never met anyone who brought fuckin' apples to a dirty punk gig. You can pretty much 
walk up to any shadier looking person and ask for whatever drugs you're feeling, and chances are, they'll reach 
into their bag and whip something out, but apples? | mean, a lot of weird stuff goes down in places like that, 
I've seen all sorts of things, but this is somehow stranger than most of them. | feel like that's something 
Matt, or Dan, or Steve, or | would do, but sort of..ironically? As a joke? Like, come to a GG Allin show and hand 
out pineapples. Not that this is anywhere near being a GG Alllin gig, definitely not enough excretion here for 
that. And yet, it's like Kat just that way. Hmm. Just as | sink my teeth into the apple that Kat handed me, a 
bunch of us look over at Matt making his way towards our general direction while singing a very unique 
rendition of Cherry Bomb and carrying a bottle of Jack raised up high over his head. Well that solves my drink 


dilemma then. 


* eK 


Mike stops his car by the curb in front of my building but doesn't turn the engine off. Nice move, trying not 
to look too desperate or pushy. | feel like he's finally figuring out how to play by my rules, which is kind of.. 
hot, really. And he looks so fucking good tonight too, he's got his brown suede jacket on over a white t shirt, 
and as he combs his fingers through his dark curly hair and looks at me | kind of really want to switch the 
ignition key off for him and drag him upstairs. 


He leans over and his lips twitch ever so slightly with a ghost of a smile before he presses them against mine, 
and then he gently yet unapologetically pushes his tongue in. God, he always smells so good, too. And..did anyone 
before him even know how to kiss properly, because | can't remember? | don't want to remember as | feel 
Mike's hand on my waist under my jacket.. Actually, maybe | should switch to plan B? | know | said | wasn't 
gonna be easy, but why should | get in my own way? | mean, rule number three does, after all, say you should 
have fun while you can And l'm not being easy anyway, | just really like Mike, | like everything about hin, so.. 
that settles it then 

| pull away and he looks at me curiously. "Are you gonna walk me upstairs?” 

"Upstairs?" 

"Do you wanna come in?" 


"Do | wanna come in?" 


"Are you just going to repeat everything | say?" 


Mike breathes out a chuckle and shakes his head retracting his hand. "Nah. | mean, yeah, | wanna come in" 


"Good" | snatch the key out of its hole by the steering wheel and hand it to Mike. We get out of the car and 


he locks it before giving me another curious look. "What?" 
"You're in a particularly good mood tonight, aren't you, beautiful?" 
"Maybe. Maybe the planets have finally aligned in your favour." | flash him a smile. 


"Or maybe you're just tired of trying to resist me?" Mike snakes his arm around my waist as we walk up the 


stairs and pulls me a little closer, and if he's not doing that consciously then he's a natural born talent. 


But whatever | was gonna say instantly evaporates from my head when | register a bunch of familiar voices 
as we get to our floor, and when we turn to go down a hallway | see a bunch of people sitting around on the 
floor by our door. Okay, if something's happened, if there's a gas leak or a fire, or a wild boar terrorising out 
apartment tonight, | will take this as a sign and not have sex with Mike; | can't think of any other reason for 
something as stupid as that to happen than to mess up my plans. Typical. 


‘Oh hey, neighbour with a name." Mark grins up at me and I'm pretty sure my face's gonna be stuck in this 
annoyed frown for at least half an hour now. "And hello, Mike Starr. What a rice surprise." He's leaning his back 
against his apartment door with his lanky bandmate, what's his face, next to him, and Eva and Kat are sitting 
by our door facing them. There's a distinct smell of weed hanging in the air, stronger than usual, and sure 
enough that other guy, the one with dark hair, is hugging our glass bong. 

"What are you doing here?" 

"Secret satanic society.” 


"Chakra cleansing." 


Both Kat and the dark haired guy answer at the same time respectively and then he points a finger at her. 
"Oh, | like your answer better!" 


"What's going on?" | look directly at Eva. | don't think I'm gonna get any kind of decipherable answer out of the 
other three. 


"We're just hanging." She smiles at me with sleepy stoner eyes. 
"Why aren't you inside?" 


"Lizzy went to bed, | guess uh, | guess we didn't want to wake her. She got pretty drunk. | was pretty drunk 
too, but | sobered up a little." 


| can tell” | give her an unconvinced smile and she chuckles. "Why aren't you at his place?" 


"We're pretty sure Lukin threw up behind Mark's couch." Kat informs me and gets on all fours to crawl over 


to sit next to Mark so that Mike and | could get into our apartment. 


"Sucks to be you, man" Mike glances down at the guys as | push the door open and | pull him inside without 


waiting for any potential remarks from the stoner circle. 


| have to deal with that every single day, you know." | don't turn the lights on and instead grab a handful of 
Mike's + shirt and lead him towards my room through the dark apartment. 


"And you do it so well.” 
"Well | do always say, it's not what you do, it's how you do it" 
"And | do it so well, too." Mike kicks my bedroom door shut once we're inside and pulls me closer with his 


hands on my hips, and draws me into a kiss, and starts to slide my jacket off without much patience, but fuck 


it, l'm not in a mood for waiting any longer either. 


8. crowded mornings and lonesome nights 


"Look inside the fridge." Kat lazily instructs Steve from the couch where she's sitting squished between Mark 


and Eva. 


"Why would a knife be.." Steve trails off having just found a knife he's been looking for exactly where Kat said 


it might be, and | would laugh at his expression if | wasn't afraid of making my headache worse. 

In fact, I'm so hungover and tired that | can't even be bothered to listen to the TV or half the things my 
friends are saying, or moving my eyes really, so | just stare off into the kitchenette's general direction while 
Steve is making himself a sandwich. 

"Lizzy?" 

"Huh?" | look at Eva when she elbows me gently. 

"Just checking if you're still alive." 

"Yeah, yeah. A better question though would be whether Gwen's still alive." 

Eva lets out a chuckle that makes her voice sound like she's been drinking and smoking for the past 50 years, 
and we both glance at Gwen's bedroom door. I've been told she came home with Mike in the middle of the night 
and no one saw anyone leaving since so they both must still be in there. | can't wait for him to leave finally so 
that Gwen could tell me everything! 

“Thanks for the cheese." Steve returns to the couch and slumps down next to me waving his sandwich in front 
of my face as he does. I'm not even sure when him and Mark came over, if they even left last night at all, 
but when | crawled out of my room at about IO am, the two of them and Kat were already having breakfast 


in front of the TV. 


"Sure, no problem." | smile at Steve, clumsily pushing myself off the couch, using what energy | have left in 


me. 
"Where are you going?" 
"To get myself a glass of water. You want me to grab something for you?" 


"No, no, sit down." Steve pushes me back down with his hand on my shoulder and leans forward to grab a half 


full glass. "Here, drink mine. | didn't get my spit in it, don't worry. Well, not too much, anyway." 


‘Oh, okay, thanks." 


"No problem. We're even now." He chuckles at his own joke as | take a sip of water that feels like god's elixir 
this morning. 

| feel like Steve's the least likely to make you feel uncomfortable with his inappropriate replicas out of the 
band, and | really appreciate that. Although | have heard him make some really crude jokes, but | feel like he 
mostly reserves those for people like Mark and Kat. | guess sometimes people think I'm too fragile to handle 
their sarcasm, but that's fine with me. | don't really care what they think, as long as | can have a normal, 


civilised conversation with someone without a bunch of gross jokes and comments. 


"Is it good?" | eye the food in his hand after quenching my thirst. | usually don't even like thinking about food 


when l'm hungover, but this sandwich does look good. 
"What? Cheese?" 

"Yeah. And the sandwich 

Uh-huh, very.. Um, you want some?" 


"| wouldn't mind a bite." | flash Steve a grin and he narrows his eyes a little as if deciding if | deserve his 


sandwich. 

"ll give you half. But you owe me now." 

"You'll give me half of a sandwich that you made solely with our food, but | owe you?" 

"Well, when you put it like that.." He trails off chuckling and carefully tears the sandwich in half. 

"Hey!" Kat's voice slices the air and then she slaps Mark's hand as he smiles sheepishly. "That's my favorite 
sweater, you asshole." She examines the front of her black sweater with a big cactus on the front and | notice 
a good spoonful of mushy cereal sticking to it, while the rest of it is in a bowl that Mark's holding. 

"Stop yelling at me, it's just a little cereal. Not like you were very clean before anyway." 

"I told you, its not me! You probably have some of Lukin's vomit on you, thats what you keep smelling.’ 
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"Sure, sure, | believe you 


"Why did | even let you in?" Kat mumbles while scooping the cereal blob with her hand and dropping it back 
into Mark's bowl. 


"Oh" Steve's hand shoots up in the air as if he's the only kid in class who knows the answer. "Because you're 


too nice to let me sleep in Lukin's barf." 


This banter and laughter goes on for a few more minutes before | turn my head to the sound of Gwen's door 
opening and she walks out with Mike following behind. | can tell from the look on her face that she wasn't really 
expecting to find a bunch of people chilling here, but we all just say hi anyway and she proceeds to walk Mike 
out the door. The two of them disappear in the hallway and close the door behind, but Gwen's not wearing 
shoes, so l'm assuming they're just saying goodbye for today out there. Yep, | will need to hear every single 


thing! 

"Okay, who wants to go see if Matt's still alive?!" Mark jumps up to his feet and beams at us enthusiastically 
as if that's the most exciting thing anyone could ever do, but the lack of reaction on our part gets him 
frowning a little. "Okay, suit yourselves. But just so you know, you're missing out, girls." 

"Remember what you just said when you're scrubbing Matt's vomit off the back of your couch, Mark" Steve 
giggles and | sort of zone out again for a moment, losing all interest in whatever they're saying, and then Kat 
stands up as well and pushes Mark out the door. 

"Nice having hangover breakfast with you.. Lizzy. Eva. Thanks for the food, stay hydrated today." Steve gives 
us a brief wave and leaves too, and before Kat can shut the door behind them Gwen comes in with a ghost of 
a smile still sticking to her lips. 

"Moooorning, Gwen" Kat greets her again and closes the door as Gwen goes to put the kettle on 

"Good morning, Kat." 

"Someone looks happy.” | peel myself off the couch and go over to the kitchenette. 


"Someone looks like she had too much to drink last night" Gwen shoots back with a smug grin. 


‘Lizzy got a piece of gum stuck in her hair while she was flirting with Sean and Jerry." Kat informs Gwen while 


making herself comfortable on the couch again. 


"| wasn't flirting with them!" | don't think | was, at least. Not intentionally.? We were just talking, but Kat always 
thinks l'm flirting with everyone. 


"Anyway." She rolls her eyes demonstratively and | shoot her a look but she doesn't reciprocate. "Sean's not a 
bad choice. | mean, out of the four of them, Sean is obviously the hottest." Kat trails off and sheepishly 
glances at Gwen trying to hide her grin 

"Excuse me?" Gwen pops her eyes dramatically. 


"Well, in my book, anyway." 


"Hmm | think Jerry's better looking." | think out loud and then Eva breathes out a laugh and we all look at her. 


| would go for Layne if | had to choose. Kinda funny, isn't it? How we're so divided on this?" 

"But kind of makes sense too." Gwen points out, and its true. More often than not, our opinions on guys differ 
drastically. And not just guys, really; just people in general. We have some people that all four of us like and 
are friends with, but we tend to have our separate friend circles that we stick to. And then there's us, of 
course. The geeks. | have no idea how, but it works for us for some reason. It's like we're so different from 
each other that we fill one another's cracks and hollows perfectly. | mean, | definitely have more in common 
with Gwen than with Kat, for instance, but | think we're all different in just the right ways. 

"What about Soundgarden?" 

"What about Soundgarden?" Kat echoes my question. 

"Which one would you choose?" 

"Either Chris or Kim." Kat answers in a beat. 

"Matt" Gwen gives her answer. 

"Hey! Okay then, I'm taking Kim." Eva declares. 

"So I'm left with..what's the bassist's name?" 

"Hiro, | think?" Kat answers my question hesitantly. 

‘lm okay with that, he's cute. He looks like the normal one in the band anyway." 

"He does, doesn't he.." Kat mumbles thoughtfully and a quiet pause ensues before Eva speaks up again 
"What about them?" She nods her head at our apartment door, obviously meaning Mudhoney. 

"Well, Kat gets Mark." 

"And Lizzy gets Lukin" Kat shoots back matching my sly smile with one of her own. 


"I think I'd go for that other guy..Steve. If | really had to" Gwen voices her decision 


"So | get Danny? But he's such a baby." Eva drawls the last word with a frowny smile. "Lizzy should get Dan, 
they'd be like the toddler couple, cutest thing ever." 


"Just because I'm shorter and younger than you doesn't mean l'm a toddler!" 


"Yeah, but when you keep wearing that diaper thing, we just can't help but assume." Kat barely gets the words 
out before she cracks herself up, and my other two roommates laugh too. | have these pyjama shorts that 
kind of bunch up and look puffy when | wear them, and these three silly geese think it's the most hilarious 


thing ever. 


"Okay, I'll take Danny. | get all the cute ones.” | wave them off with a flick of my wrist. "What about Mother 


Love Bone 

"There's five of them" Kat reminds me and Gwen glances at her looking mildly surprised 
"Really?" 

"We can pretend Jeff Ament doesn't exist" Eva mumbles half-heartedly. 

"Oh nol You get Jeff" Kat cackles 

"The fuck | don't! 


"Nah, | think Kat's right, you and Jeff seem to hate each other so much, and you know what they say about 


love and hate." Gwen gives Eva an eloquent look while pointing a teaspoon at her. 
"Hey, how come you guys don't think | like Stone but you're so convinced | like Mark?" Kat suddenly turns to 
me and Eva and we both shrug. | don't know, | mean, | guess just the fact that Mark lives right there..| don't 


know. 


"Wait, you don’ like Mark?" Gwen gives Kat a genuinely surprised look; it's either that or she's practicing for 


an acting audition. 

Kat breathes out loudly and frowns while throwing her arms out in exasperation. "No!" 
"Do you like Stone?" 

"Nah." Kat leans back and scrunches her nose a little at Eva's question. 

"Really?" 

"Oh there we go again!" Kat sighs and stands up when Eva decides to double-check. 


"No, | think what Eva mears.." | interject. "How long can you keep hiding and shutting everyone out? Maybe you 
should try going on a date or two." 


‘Oh please" Kat dismisses my words with a snort on her way towards the bathroom. "Anyone need to empty 


your bladder?" 


The three of us give negative answers and Kat goes in to take a shower. | don't think I'm wrong though. Kat 
always tries to act cool and like she's incapable of having feelings for someone, but that's bullshit. | can't blame 
her though, her last serious relationship was a catastrophe, more or less, and | probably would be scared too 
if | was her. But it's been two years. | personally wish | liked someone right now, | love that feeling when you're 
excited to talk to someone and you think about them all day and always want to share everything with them, 
like a joke you heard or just something that you find interesting, and then you see each other and even just 
sitting around doing nothing together feels like the best thing ever. | miss that. 


"Hey, wait for mel" | scurry to Gwen's room after her when she retreats there with a cup of coffee and one 


of Kat's muffins from a couple of days ago. "You're not gonna get away without telling me about..all this.” | 


motion at her bed closing the door behind me and she looks over at me with an ecstatic smile. 

"Didn't think so." 

"So? What happened last night?!" 

"So." Gwen walks over to her jacket hanging on the door and rummages through the pockets briefly before 
taking out a handful of bills and coins. "Mike called last night before | went to work, he said he wanted to see 
me, so | let him come pick me up afterwards." She dumps her tip money into a jar sitting on the windowsill and 
returns to her breakfast. 

"Annnd?" 


Gwen lets out a giddy laugh sitting down on the bed. "He's so hot, Lizzy." 


"I know, I've been hearing about it for the past three weeks, hun. So he drove you home and.. What happened 


to your plan to not put out for as long as you can?" 
"Well, apparently, this is as long as | could." She keeps grinning like a Cheshire cat. 


"Fair enough. But.. Come on, keep talking! When are you seeing him again? And what..| mean, where does that 
leave you two right now? Are you gonna be like, exclusive?” 


"Well that's one thing | intend to find out soon. We didn't really discuss that while having sex, you know." 
"Right." 

"He said he'll call, and he knows that if he takes too long, it's not gonna go well” 

"My god, you're actually training men like puppies. You've got a gift, Gwen!" 


"Thank you, | know." 


"So. How do you feel about all this? | mean.. What if he just wants to mess around for fun?" 


‘lm not into that. We obviously like each other but if he can't fully commit then I'm backing out, because | 
know that | won't be able to keep feelings out of this, you know. | can't do casual, | know I'll fall too hard." 


"Yeah, | know what you mean.. But I'm sure Mike's not stupid, I'm sure he understands that you're as good as 
it gets." 


"Well, we'll see about that." Gwen shrugs nonchalantly and hides half of her face behind her coffee cup, but | 
can tell from the sparkle in her eyes that she's really excited about this, she's already in too deep to not care 
if Mike does something stupid. So let's hope he doesn't. 


* eK 


| swear | had a hair tie somewhere, | never leave home without one, and if | show up at Raison with my hair 
all over my face that'll only be one more new exciting thing for Jeff to harass me about. Ugh not on my 
wrists, not in any of my pockets..in my bag maybe? | quickly glance up to make sure | don't walk into anyone 


or anything and bury my hands in my bag as | walk the last block towards the café. 


"Woah!" Someone grabs my elbows before | can react to the sight of that person's feet before me, and | 


swear | nearly experience a fucking heart attack. "Watch where you're going, Eva" Layne smiles at me. 
"Hey. Sorry, | was just.. Going to work" 


"Raison?" He points a thumb behind him and | nod. "Early or late?" He asks after glancing at his watch, since | 
guess it's a weird time to be starting a shift - 45 minutes past two. 


"Early. | work with a walking pain in the ass so | have to try extra hard if | want to keep him off my case and 
keep my sanity." 


"Jeff?" Layne asks again a little surprised, although still smiling. He's got a really nice smile, like really nice. 
"Yep." 


"Well | would love nothing more than to come over for a cup of coffee and watch you two battle.. | mean, and 


help you maintain your sanity, but I've got somewhere to be." 
"That's okay, it's probably more fun without an audience." 
"See, there's always a bright side to things." Layne gently nudges my shoulder with a look that's supposed to 


be encouraging, | guess. "Anyway, I'll remember to drop by some other day. I'll bring styrofoam swords or 


something.” 


Okay, smile, let's tone ourselves down a little. At least running into Layne put me in a good enough mood to not 
want to punch myself in the face and break my nose to get out of working with Jeff today. "Hey, you wouldn't 
happen to have a hair tie, would you?" | eye Layne's blonde hair sticking out in all directions with a washed out 
bandana tied around his head, mostly hidden by his wild locks. Surely he uses hair ties sometimes. 


"Hmm..." He pats his palms against his thighs and freezes for a moment with his eyes averted to the side, then 
brings his hands up to the back of his head and a second later holds up the bandana. "I got this.. You can tie it 
like a ribbon maybe?" 

"Uh... Yeah, that's perfect, thanks." 

"So don't they pay you enough to be able to afford hair ties now?" 

"Nah, it's just that Kat's always stealing them." 

"That's the redhead, right?" 

"Yeah." 

"Yeah, I've always felt like there's something fishy about redheads." 

Layne's remark draws a laugh out of me and | give the ends of the bandana one last tug to secure it. "Well, 
thanks for the uh..." | point at my hair and he kind of winks at me with both eyes. "I'll give it back to you as 


soon as | can" 


"Maybe you can pass it on through Mike. Now that he's started um, frequenting your roommate's boudoir and 


all." 
"Yeahh, | do get to see him once in a while." 


Or like, almost every day for the past week. And | still don't know how | feel about him, it's like he comes over 
to bang Gwen and eat our food in front of our TV, since he doesn't have a job or anything.. | mean, ah... Its 
not that not having a job is something horrible per se, but Mike just doesn't sit right with me. | hate to sound 
like someone's annoying mother, but he's kind of a freeloader. | get that Gwen likes him and has fun with him, 
and that's great, but that doesn't mean | can't be suspicious about him. 


"Okay then. I'll see you around, Eva. Kick ass!" Layne flashes me a grin and speeds off. 
He kind of looks like he should be a surfer, like he could pose for those cheesy postcards from California with 


tanned dudes standing around on the beach with their boards and sending you ‘sunny greetings’. But there's 
also something about his personality that's like that; he's just a really pleasant person to be around, | guess. 


This time of day is always kind of busy, a lot of people come to Raison on their lunch break. The Sub Pop 
office is in the same building so we see them every day and then all sorts of cashiers and whatnot from 
shops on our street like to drop by too. Though | guess | do like it better when there's people than when it's 
empty and boring. 


"You're-" 
"I'm not late." | cut Jeff off when he opens his mouth as soon as | walk in. 


He glances up at a clock on the wall and back at me and | can practically see the disappointment radiating from 


his face. "You're early. You do know you're not getting paid for extra minutes, right?" 
‘I'm aware, yes." 
"So why don't you...” 


Thankfully the heavy door swinging shut behind me blocks Jeff's voice out as | go to put my stuff away in the 
back and a few minutes later find myself at the counter, catching a glimpse of John leaving early with a smug 
smile on his face. Of course he would; but he's the boss so he can do whatever the fuck he wants and Jeff 


will only thank him. 


If | plan a few steps ahead, | don't really have to deal with Jeff much, | just go about my business taking 
orders and serving clients, and make sure | stick to what | have to do before Jeff can find something to 
complain about. So that's what | end up doing , until.. "You're supposed to clean up after yourself when you pull 
a shot, you know?" | hold up the portafilter full of wet coffee grounds. Jeff will do stuff like that once in a 
while and yet I'm the unprofessional one. How the hell am | supposed to serve the customers efficiently when | 


have to do half his job?! 

"I just made six coffees to go, okay, its not like l'm just lounging around. | was gonna let the chick go with her 
coffees and then clean up, okay? And you just splashed coffee all over the floor." Jeff points down and | 
immediately put the portafilter in the sink. "Plus, those two empty cups have been sitting there alone for ten 
minutes." He directs his finger at one of the tables that | was serving, like its his place to give me instructions 
and orders on what and when to do. 

"Well | was busy too, believe it or not" 

"Well you're about to get even busier because you gotta mop the floor now." 

"No, | have to clean up after you so that | could make a coffee for a waiting customer." 


"| said I'll do it myself." 


"Okay, do it then" 


"Thanks, but | don't need your permission." 


"Well nor do | yours. So l'm gonna go do my thing," | point at those two cups and leave Jeff to clean the damn 
portafilter. 


| can't fucking stand this idiot. | don't get in his way! | don't leave my shit for others to take care of! | don't 
slack off! And yet, it's like Jeff always makes a point of finding at least one thing to criticise me about every 
time he opens his mouth. And it's even worse when his stupid girlfriend comes here and they get all whispery 
and judgemental. When John's around it's not as bad though since he's not a fan of hers either. Like the other 
day it was just me and John when Heather dropped by to pick up her sewing sketchbook that she accidentally 
left here while distracting Jeff from work the afternoon before that, and | thought her head was gonna 
explode because John was playing dumb and making her believe he had no idea what she was talking about, and 
she was honestly losing it. Then he eventually gave her damn sketchbook back to her, but that ten minute 


nervous breakdown was truly beautiful. 


"Could | get a splash of soy milk?" This pretty young man in a suit asks me pointing at a mini jug of regular 


cow milk on the counter. 


‘Sorry, we're all out of soy milk today." | repeat for like the tenth time in the past thirty minutes and for a 


second my attention flickers to the door of the café as Stone strides in. 


"| can't drink regular milk, I'm lactose intolerant." Something in the tone of his voice tells me this is not gonna 


go well at all. 

"Well, we have dairy free milk powder... 

"I specifically asked for soy milk" He stresses his words and his voice goes five tones ruder. 
“There's really nothing else | could offer you, I'm sorry.” 

‘I'm not buying this coffee then" 

"But you~" 

"| ordered coffee with soy milk" 

'N-no, you~" 

"What seems to be the problem, sir?" Jeff butts in, speaking in a disgustingly polite voice. 


"This coffee is not what | ordered and l'm not paying for it" 


"How so? What's wrong with the coffee?" 

"| specifically asked for black coffee with soy milk on the side, and now I'm being told there's no soy milk" 
"Um, well Im really sorry if Eva here failed to~" 

"Excuse me, but you asked for a black coffee with milk on the side, you didn't say anything about soy milk 
until after | made the coffee" | interrupt Jeff mid-sentence; honestly, | have to deal with this asshole 


customer, and on top of that Jeff wants to throw another shit talking party?! 


"No, I'm pretty sure | specifically asked for soy milk. I'm lactose intolerant.” The guy repeats again like | should 


give him a fucking medal for not being able to drink normal cow milk. 


‘Ive been telling people we're out of soy milk for the past half hour, | know | would have told you that too if 
you'd asked," 


The guy's face drifts into a thoughtful stare for just a fraction of a second; it's definitely the kind of 
expression you have when you realise you're about to lose an argument, and yet, he opens his mouth again. 
"Okay, well it doesn't matter who didn't say what right now. I'm not paying for a coffee I'm not going to drink” 
"But you ordered it and | made it for you, you have to pay." 

"No, because | haven't touched it yet. You can sell it to someone else, for all | care." 

"Well, you see, | actually saw you take a sip, so...” 

Who what now?! Did Jeff Ament just actually say that or am | having a stroke?? | can almost feel my eyes 
crawl out of their sockets as | turn to him, and he's got this totally straight face on. | guess the satisfaction 
of being right was more tempting this time than his desire to push me under the bus; | mean, it's only a 
coffee cup sized bus at this point, but still 

The guy in the suit gasps soundlessly like a fish and then probably murders both me and Jeff in his head. "Fine 
then. But I'll not be coming back here." He drops a few coins on the counter in double quick time, grabs his 
coffee, and storms out. 

"You're welcome." 

"What?!" | return my attention to Jeff. 


"You don't have to pay for his coffee from your pocket, thanks to me." 


"Right" | snort at him. Wow, my fucking hero. 


"Don't be a dick, Jeffrey." Stone pipes up cheerfully at just the right moment, stopping me from blurting out 
something mildly offensive. "The girl didn't fuck up the order. If anything, it's probably your fault, because you 
didn't buy enough soy milk." 


"Congrats, asswipe, you just lost your free coffee." Jeff glares at Stone making him gasp, and as he turns 
away to take an order from a new customer Stone leans over the counter ad gives me an obviously feigned 


sympathetic smile while pointing at his friend. 
"Premenstrual syndrome." 


* eK 


"Vodka lemonade." | push a freshly filled glass over the bar counter to a scraggy looking guy who's so thin, this 
one drink will probably be enough to knock him out. 


"Hey, Gwen, isn't that Matt Cameron's girlfriend?" My co worker Lisa points a bottle of Budweiser to indicate 
the direction in which | should look before opening it and handing it to whoever asked for it. 


"Yeah, | know her." | confirm when | see Eva's ex co worker Aimee chatting to some guy I'd never seen, and 
even if | had he obviously didn't leave a lasting impression on me. | don't really know that girl too well, but Eva 
recently updated me on her guy situation and apparently she and the blonde drummer are a thing now..or are 
they? She's running her fingers along this guy's collar in a very flirty manner, which is a move | myself am 
guilty of sometimes using. | voice my thoughts about it and Lisa bobs her head. 


"Yeah, | mean | wouldn't say she's all over him, but there's certainly flirting happening there." 


"Then again, in a place like this." | cast an eloquent look around. "Not like seeing someone cheat on their 


significant other would be anything new here. People go to bars and clubs to have fun" 


‘Oh come on, Gwen! You always assume the worst. Maybe she's just that kind of, you know, flirty, friendly 


person." 

‘Or maybe she's cheating on her boyfriend" Honestly, | may be projecting my own insecurities here, but the 
fact is that people cheat. There's no point in pretending otherwise. And anyway, | don't think it's really about 
me this time, | am perfectly happy with how things are going with Mike, and with him always wanting to come 
over and hang out | feel pretty confident he's not bored of me yet. 


"No one really does the girlfriend boyfriend thing these days." This other vaguely familiar looking blonde guy 
with big teeth sitting at the bar speaks up letting us know he's been eavesdropping. 


"| don't understand, how does that work?" | prop my hands on the edge of the counter and look over at him. 


"Well, if | got a girl, she's just this chick that I'm likely to end up with in bed every other night" 


"Well maybe that's a problem that you personally need to deal with instead of assuming it's a common thing?" 
"Come on. You don't see people going on cute little dates. You don't see anyone planning families and stuff like 
that. Our generation is too fucked up for that, too preoccupied with defying everything that our parents 
taught us." 


"| can definitely agree with some of that, but | believe functioning monogamous relationships are still an option 


for some of us." 


"| didn't say people fuck around necessarily. Its just that no one seems to buy into the idea of tying yourself 
down" 


"It doesn't feel like tying yourself down if you really like the person” 


"We still like to think we have options though. We like to feel like we're free and the world is our oyster." The 


guy drawls caustically and gives me a smile that somehow looks like he's mocking me. 

"You know a hell of a lot about what we are." 

"ve been alive for a while, can't help but notice stuff." 

"And yet, you got it all wrong." 

"Oh so you know better?" 

‘| do. Almost none of what you just said makes any sense. You've clearly never been in love." 
"And you have?" 

"That is not a discussion for this time and place." 


"What about a different time and place then?" The guy gives me the slyest smirk, probably real fucking proud 
of that line, but | just shrug. 


"Maybe, you never know, we might run into each other again five years later and talk about it.” 
"Really? Is your schedule that busy?" 


"Actually..yes. So are you gonna order anything?" | flash him a grin and then walk away to get him a drink 
when he does ask for one after all. 


"Bruce is totally hitting on you." Lisa whispers close to my ear after | get the guy a beer and leave him be. 


"Who?" 

"The blonde guy! He's in Mother Love Bone." 

Ohh, right, five guys. "Good for him." 

‘Obviously not that good since you're not reciprocating.” 

"Well, sucks to be him then" 

"He's totally still checking you out." 

"Is he?" | ask with absolutely no indication of any interest in my voice whatsoever. 


| mean, I'm not trying to play dumb or hard to get, but so what? So he's hitting on me, what do | care? l'm 
not obligated to respond to that just because a guy shows interest in me. When | was in high school no boy 
would even hold my hand, and now that | admittedly look hotter than | did five or six years ago guys hit on me 
regularly which only goes to show how much better off | am not paying any attention to most of them. l'm 


not interested, that's the end of story. 


Besides, working in a place like Rock Candy it's inevitable. A lot of guys seem to think that just because you're 
a bartender here it gives them the right to treat you like an old buddy or shamelessly flirt with you and 
you're supposed to reciprocate, like it's part of the job. That is exactly why | don't pay attention to it most of 
the time and just do my actual job. So that's pretty much how my night goes - pouring drinks, making small 


talk, counting change, cleaning up after someone spills their drink, repeat. 
Tonight's a little more entertaining though because when the last band is done playing they turn on some 
music, and someone decided to make this Saturday a bOs night. | don't know what it is about that kind of music 


but it just makes you want to swing your hips and bob your head, which makes serving drunk guys and girls a 


lot more pleasant. 


"You wouldn't happen to-Oh." The tall, dark, long haired singer of Soundgarden freezes like a wax figure for a 


second when | turn around to face him. "Hey. Fancy seeing you here." 


"| don't want to get fired so | keep showing up." | motion at the general direction of shelves of alcohol behind 


me. 
"Fair enough." 


"What did you want?" 


"What did I.. Oh, | was gonna ask if you have a lighter." He holds up a neatly rolled joint. It's actually something | 
noticed at their party a couple of weeks ago; the joint he was sharing with me looked almost like a factory 
made cigarette. | don't know, | guess it's just one of those little things that get stuck in your head for some 
reason. 

"Are you gonna smoke that here?" 

"Am | not allowed?" Chris eyes me as | fish out a lighter form my back pocket. 

"No, but it's kinda rude to sit here getting high while some of us have to work" 

"Hey, | wouldn't mind it if you came to my workplace and wanted to roll one." 

‘Isn't getting stoned a part of your so called job?" 

"So called?" He clenches at his chest in feigned offense. 

"Anything that requires ripping off your shirt can only be a so called job." 

Its not a requirement. | can stop anytime | want." Chris smiles at me sheepishly and lights his joint before 
giving the lighter back to me, and | feel my hips moving slightly to the rhythm of Love Potion No. 9 as | hide it 


in my pocket again 


"Good thing you don't then. Are you alone?" | take a glance around and it really doesn't seem like Chris is here 


with anyone else 
Yep" 

"A liHle sad, no?" 

"Sad? Why?" 

"Hts Saturday night and you're hanging at a bar alone" 
"| dont think there's anything sad about being alone. 


"I know, | like getting coffee alone sometimes, but hanging here with a joint on a Saturday night still seems a 


little sad to me." | raise my eyebrows and shoulders. 


"Well you're here, I'm kind of technically not alone anymore. And as usual, I'll share my Mary with you... Hmm?" 
He does that thing where you hold the smoke in as he speaks and then exhales kind of sighing and twirls the 


joint between his fingers before my face. 


| don't know if | really see why Kat thinks Chris is intimidating, he's just kinda weird. | don't know what it is, but 
there's this strangeness about him.. | don't know, and nor do | really care. | take a glance at my watch and 
make a clicking sound with my tongue. "Say that again in 38 minutes." 


"Its a date then" 
| breathe out a laugh and nod with an obviously condescending smile. "Sure. So, are you gonna drink anything?" 


"Jack. Neat." 


"Neat?" | scrunch up my nose at his disgusting choice of lukewarm alcohol, and mixing that with weed no less. 


But comply anyway and set a glass before him a moment later. 
"This is a stupid song." Chris remarks through a smoke of weed. 
"| like it" 

"| like it too, but it's still stupid." 


This is exactly what | mean when | say he's weird. What the fuck kind of thing is that to make small talk out 
of? It's a pop song, just a silly little song about love, they're all stupid, and we stil like them, that's the point. 
This is totally the kind of thing Kat would say though. Maybe she needs to get over her fears because Cornell 
just might be her long lost twin. "And why is that?" | ask anyway. We're nearing closing time, the barroom's 
getting emptier, | just finished cleaning up a little before Chris showed up, and | really don't mind having 
someone to talk to, however strange the conversation might be. Better than just standing around counting 


minutes. 


"So this guy goes to a gypsy with his girl troubles, right? And this gypsy lady gives him a potion that turns 
him gay. It's stupid..you know, in like a funny way. It's hilarious." 


"Hmm. | guess. Hey, can | ask you something?" There, now that | said it | can't back out. That chat | had earlier 
tonight is still somewhere in the back of my mind, and | guess a lightly intoxicated Chris could at least be 
useful for that. 


"Yes, but | can't promise I'll answer." 


"Ha. I'll take my chances. Do you think, hypothetically speaking, guys and girls are after totally different things 


in terms of relationships? | mean, do you think that's actually true, or is it just a stereotype?" 
"Hmm. Why do you care what | think?" 


"I don't, you just happen to be sitting in my field of fire." 


"Oh, okay. | think it's bullshit. | think there's two types of people - those who still have hope and those who 


already now there's no hope." 
"Wow. Which one's you?" 


"Currently transitioning.” Chris shakes his palm with outstretched fingers in the air and downs his Jack. "What 
do you think?" 


"About what?" 


"Having guy troubles, is that why you're asking?" There's a mocking tone in his voice as he smirks at me and | 
just snort. 


"Even if | was having troubles it wouldn't be any of your business." 


‘Naturally. So how was tonight? Anything interesting happened?" He glances at the dark stage and around the 


room. 
"Not really. Although | heard someone slashed someone's tires outside. An ex lover thing, | think" 
"That's interesting." 

"Yeah. | actually went outside to check if my tires were okay." 

"Oh." Chris puckers his lips and his ‘oh’ turns into a short whistle. 

"What?" 

| was gonna offer you a ride." 

"How kind of you." 

| know. And now | don't get to do my good deed of the day, thanks to you." 

"Maybe I'll be in desperate need some other time, who knows." 

"Yeah, who knows. So what do you drive?" 

"Eva and | share her dad's old Falcon The pale blue thing, you couldn't have missed it" 


"Oh yeah, | saw it alright. Nice. | personally strive to own an array of very expensive limousines and a 


motorcade of cops one day. Cops that wear ice cream salesman suits, actually.” 


Weirdol?! Its like Chris has two facial expressions - he's either fake smiling or is totally poker faced, which 


makes all of his statements sound even weirder. "Fingers crossed" | force my eyebrows back to their normal 


height. 


"Hey, Gwen, did you put the empty boxes at the back door?" Lisa appears holding a mop and pointing at the 


stockroom door. 


Oh, right. | hold up my finger and turn back to Chris. "Well, seems like my job is too real to allow me to stand 
around chatting with you." 


"Isn't that what all politicians do though? Stand around and chat?" 

"lim not into that. I'm going to be a different kind of politician" 

"Good. Let's hope you will” 

* * * 

"Hello?" 

"Hi, fuckface." 

"Hi, nerd asshole." Steve's voice barks back at me from the receiver. 

"Nerd asshole? How does that work?" 

"Look in the mirror, Stone" He cackles while Andy and Bruce both bust out laughing at something funny on the 
TV. Although... | wouldn't bet on them laughing at the TV. Bruce had this brilliant idea to get high on DXM, so 
that's happening. Not that | have anything against DXM but | mean like, do it on your own time and not when 
we're supposed to be rehearsing, maybe? 

"Huh. So what are you up to?" 

| was just gonna go down to Mark's." 

"What? The Mudhoneys actually rehearse!? Wow!" 

"Nah, | just need to pick something up, no playing today." 

"Well there you go. Wanna see a movie later?" 


"Depends." 


"Beetlejuice." 
"Sure!" 


"| promised to give Ames a ride to..uh..somewhere, | don't know.. Are you still gonna be at Mark's in about an 


hour?" 
"Um, probably. Yeah." 


"Hey, you should." | trail off when Xana strides into my attic-studio-apartment and greets us simultaneously 


exhaling a thick cloud of smoke. 


"What?" Steve croaks but Xana waltzes up to where l'm sitting slouched in an armchair to put out her 


cigarette in an ashtray on the windowsill and cuts me off. 
"Who are you talking to, Stoney?" 
"Um... No one." 


She pulls her lips into a smug smile that clearly means she thinks all secrets of this universe are known to 


her. "Is it Kat?" 

"Nope" 

"Really?" 

"Nope" 

"So it is Kat?" 

"Nope" 

"Stone!" 

"Xana!" 

"You're a fucking weirdo." 

"Why thank you." | grin at her and she rolls her eyes back before turning to get her lover boy from the 
couch. Maybe it's just my opinion and | don't understand anything about anything, but l'm pretty sure that 


even if | did like Kat it wouldn't be any of Xana's business. 


"Stone, l'm a busy man, don't keep me hangin.” 


"Okay just gimme a sec, Turner, Jesus. See if anyone else wants to go while you're there, especially Kat." 
"Why-" 

"And if she does, tell her she's bringing snacks." 

"Ohh. Good thinking!" 

| hang up and get up to find my car keys while the others are getting ready to take off as well. It seems like 
Xana's pretty amused by Andy and Bruce, lucky for her. Or lucky for Andy, actually; if he annoys Xana too 
much she doesn't shy away from headslapping or kicking him, and he's definitely not in a right state for any 
physical activity right now. He can barely stand on his feet at this point since he's giggling so much and flailing 
his arms about like a flightless pigeon, so if Xana tried wrestling he'd be out cold in a beat. 

"Okay, children, let's go." | put my hands on Jeff and Bruce's shoulders to walk them out. 

"Um, | think we should wait a little." Jeff shrugs me off. 

"Wait for what?" 

"You know, just..wait." 


"Why?" 


"Um just, like, you know.." He walks over to a window looking out into the street in front of my parents’ house 


and immediately turns back to me with a smug smile. "Actually, yeah, lets go." 

"What the.." | leap over to the window too and when | look down | see none else but Heather lurking on the 
driveway like a malignant tumour, just waiting for the right moment to make herself known. "You fucking 
tricked me!" 

"I didn't trick you. | just gave you a convenient amount of information" Jeff bares his fucking teeth in a grin. 
"Convenient for who?" 


"For me, of course.” 


"Oh, oh, | get it, this is your revenge, because | told Eva about the job. Jesus, Ames, you can't hold grudges 
like that. Bad karma" 


"And you can't keep being a dick like that" Jeff nods at the window and makes a beeline for the door. We all 


follow him out and the guys go down the stairs but Xana lingers a couple of feet away from me as | lock the 


door behind us. 


"I gotta hand it to you, Stoney.. Telling Eva about the job at Raison was a great fucking idea. Best you've ever 
had." 


"Was it though?" | nod my head down at Heather leaning against the hood of my car. "I just think its really 
amazing how she doesn't understand that people don't like her." 


"I know, right!? The poor girl came in and started going on about how Eva's slacking off at work and always 
bothering Jeff and stuff like that. | literally didn't even say anything and she talked for like fifteen minutes 
straight." 

"You didn't throw her out?" | fake gasp. 


"Nah, it was actually pretty amusing. She sounded like she's Jeffs mom, you know, complaining about kids 
bullying him at school or something.’ 


"Hmm that's not a good mental image." | mumble as we catch up with everyone waiting around mine and Xana's 


cars. 
"Hey, Stone!" 


"Heather, what a surprise." | drawl while simultaneously shooting Jeff the dirtiest look | can hoping it'll 
somehow cause him physical pain. 


"Hey, | just remembered | need to pick something up from the store." Heather walks around the car with her 


curls bouncing into all directions as she walks. "Can we stop at Walmart or something?" 
"Umm... I'm kind of in a hurry, actually." | shrug. "Maybe Xana can take over?" 


"Not on my way." Xana retorts without even looking at us as she whips out a new cigarette and seats it 


between her lips. 

"| don't necessarily need a Walmart, pretty much any store will do. 
"| dont think there's any stores on my way at all" 

"What um, what do you need to buy?" Jeff asks. 

"Ear plugs” 


"How about some mouth plugs?" | suggest none too loudly. 


"What?" 
"What?" | echo widening my eyes and Heather rolls hers, accompanying the gesture with a click of her tongue. 
"Jeff" She whines like a small fucking child who doesn't understand the word no. 


"What? | dont have a car. Why are you in a hurry anyway?" He turns to me, probably thinking I'm lying to not 
have to spend time with Heather, which to be honest | would generally do, yes. 


"Because time as we measure it progresses in one particular direction and I've adapted to that." Following my 
perfectly reasonable explanation Jeff gives me a look, like he does when he's trying to let me know | annoy him 
because he has no sense of humour. 


"What's the problem, kids?" Andy's head and shoulders poke out from the passenger window of Xana's car. 


"Look, | gotta go." Xana motions at him. "Good luck, Stoney." She flashes me what could only be described as an 
evil grin. Filthy traitor! And Jeff too! It's like he actually keeps Heather around just to piss everyone off. 


"Come on, it'll take fifteen minutes. Half an hour tops." 

"Half an hour to get ear plugs?!" 

"| need some other stuff too. But | really won't take long." Heather keeps nagging me as the three of us get 
into my car, and as luck would have it she waits for Jeff to get in the back and takes the front seat herself. 
What an incredibly fun afternoon! God, someone up there must really fucking love mel! 

| can drop you off at the store or | can take you to your place, it's either one or the other. It's a fair deal." 
"Umm.." Heather bites down on the tip of her finger because apparently that helps her think. "Hmm... Home." 
"Okay, as you wish, close the door, let's go.” 

"So where are you going? Why are you in a hurry?" 

"l'm seeing a movie with some people." 

"What people?" 

"You know, people. Steve, maybe Kat. Whoever else might wanna go." 


"Kat... | don't like her." Heather announces nonchalantly after a second of contemplation and | take a sharp 


breath to keep myself from reacting verbally. And yet, even though neither Jeff nor me ask, Heather decides 


to elaborate anyway. "She kinda seems like one of those desperate girls, you know. Like she'd pretend to like 
sports to get guys’ attention and stuff. And why does she have to dye her hair that ridiculous colour?" 


"That um.. That's her natural colour, Heather." | try to concentrate on the road but her voice is too annoying 


to ignore. 
"Really? Oh well.. | don't really know her, but | don't like her.” 


| glance at the rear-view mirror and catch a glimpse of Jeff eagerly staring out the window. That's right, 


buddy. "It kinda seemed to me like you liked her alright for months. What happened?" 


"| mean, I'm polite, you have to be polite, but like she's not a friend to me. | wouldn't want to be friends with 


her. 


"Oh, okay, gotcha. | thought it might have something to do with Eva, but." | shrug and feel Jeff kick the back 


of my seat, which contrary to his desired effect puts a smile on my face. 


"Don't even get me started about her! But | suppose it makes sense that they're friends, like what normal 


person could stand someone like Eva? You have to be the same kind of bitch to be around someone like that" 


"Nah, you don't, trust me." Another kick from Jeff. "Hey, Ames, you're very quiet today. What kinda bug 


crawled up your ass?" 

"More like a stone, actually. A human sized one." 

"He had to work an extra hour with Eva this morning. Right, babe?" 

"Aw poor Jeffrey. Was it very horrible?" 

"Uh-huh, unbearable." Jeff mumbles half-heartedly and returns his gaze to the window from what | can tell. 
Heather, on the other hand, continues to fucking yap about how much she hates this and that - mostly Eva 
though - and.. | don't really know, | turn on the radio and just focus on that for the rest of our carpool trip. | 
honestly don't understand what the fuck is wrong with Jeff, like he's not a dickhead, he never talks about 
people like that, he never fucking complains that much like a spoiled child, but he never says anything when 
Heather does it either. The sex better be really fucking great.. Ew! Stop thinking about Jeff having sex, brain! 
| drop them off and finally pull up in front of a red brick building and honk the horn a few times. A minute or 
two later Steve walks out the door holding his skateboard and gesturing his free hand as he converses with 


Kat. 


"Why do | have to pay?" | hear her whine when they get closer to my car. 


"For what?" | voice my confusion. 
"Tickets!" 


Tickets? What? | give Steve a questioning look and he responds with a positively guilty smile before turning 
back to Kat. "Because Stone is driving, he paid for the gas." 


"Okay, but why do /have to pay? Your input amounts to a total of zero dollars here, Steve." 


"You're the one with a secure job, Kat. You can't rely on me to provide, because | don't have a steady income. 


I's very simple." 


"So this is what our friendship's gonna be like, huh?" Kat glances at me and Steve alternatively and shakes her 
head with a quiet sigh. 


‘Katie, of course not. It hurts my very soul that you'd even think.. Wait, did you bring food?" My eyes dart to 
her bag and she chuckles while getting into the car. 


"You guys are lucky you're funny, at least you got that going for you." 


q. girl problems and peanuts 

"What's going on?" Sean walks into the excuse for a living room of our apartment and squeezes his ass 
between an armchair and my sister. Now | know Melinda is an adult, kind of, and | have no problem with her 
doing..things..which she does with Sean now, but this is still the reason | don't really like hanging out around 
here much. | accept the fact that they lead a fulfilling sex life, but | don't want to actually listen to it when 
they do that. And it seems like Layne's been spending a lot of time at Demri's place too lately, so | guess it's 
mostly Jerry, Sean, and Melinda reigning over this hole. Good for them. 

"Mike's about to call his blonde lady friend but he doesn't know what he's gonna say." 


"I just don't see why | need special preparations before calling my..uh..Gwen 


"Maybe because your uh Gwen will want to know what your deal is?" Mel mocks me with a stupid wide eyed 


stare. 

"| don't rehearse speeches before calling chicks, sis. | don't need to do that." 
"Look, bro, have you been sleeping with her for more than a week?" 

"Um... Yeah, but" 

"Well that's it then, she's gonna start asking. Are you gonna uhhh her too?" 


| take my baseball cap off and scratch my head with my eyes darted to a red telephone in my lap before 


looking at Mel again. "That doesn't even make any sense, stupid. Who says a week is some sort of trial period?" 
‘Only every girl ever?" 

"Yep, that's how she tied me down too." Sean pats my sister's head and | roll my eyes. 

This is bullshit, Gwen has not said anything once, we're just having fun. Everything's going fine, | like her, | 
spend a shitload of time with her, it's very simple. So why should | have to start making up fucking definitions 
and stuff all of a sudden? If | go on and make this exclusive | automatically have to say 'no' to every girl out 


there. Not that l'm currently sleeping around or anything, but like a little innocent fun never hurt no one. 


"From what | hear, she's not into fuck buddies, so you better have something ready when you call her or she'll 
dump your ass faster than the speed of light." Mel goes on 


"How do you know what she's into?" 


"| know a girl who works with her and girls talk and then gossip." 


"Very trustworthy source of information" Sean drawls with a smirk 


‘lm sure. Look, all your word diarrhoea right now.. That doesn't fuckin’ mean anything. If she asks l'm just 
gonna tell her uh, you know, just how it is." 


"So..we're getting drunk tonight then?" 
"What?" | try to make sense out of Sean's question but something just doesn't click. 


"She's gonna dump your fucking ass so fast and you're really into that chick, so lim assuming there's gonna be 


a need for alcohol." 
"She's not gonna.. We're not even together, how can she dump me?" 


"Wow. You are pretty much constantly surrounded by girls but its like you know literally nothing about us." 
Mel offers me her insight again. 


First of all, | really don't want to know anything about you in particular. And just, you know, don't worry about 


me and Gwen or whoever else, | got this." 
"He's got this." Sean echoes my statement and Mel finally seems to give up. 


But um, maybe | won't call Gwen right now, | don't have to do that right at this moment. It wasn't even 
anything important that | wanted to tell her, | was just gonna call because that's what girls like; attention and 
all that stuff. Actually, calling's probably not that good of an idea, | should just go see her. Girls love that even 
more, and ironically, we don't do as much talking face to face. Yeah, | should just drive over there and we can 


hang out and not ask questions like we usually do. Yeah. 
"Where are you going?" Mel's voice stops me at the door. 
"None of your business, stupid face." 


She yells something probably mildly insulting after me but | don't catch what it is as | leave the apartment. Or 
maybe | should have called, to check if Gwen's home at all? She probably is though, it's Ipm in the middle of 
the week so she's either getting ready for work or chilling at home. Probably. Either way, what else am | gonna 
do? Sit and watch Melinda and Sean exchange bodily fluids the whole night? Ha ha nope. At best, Gwen's home 
and | got my night sorted At worst, no one's home and then I'll go chill at Unicorn or something. Actually, no, 
at worst, | run into one of her flatmates. Lizzy's okay though, she's always all friendly and shit, kind of 
bordering on annoyingly sweet. Eva is the one that | have no desire to see on any given day. She gives off this 
overly protective mom vibe, which is not attractive at all. Like she obviously doesn't like me too much. But 


whatever, I'll take that risk, I'm not gonna turn around halfway. 


Besides, | guess Mel might be kinda right. Gwen's not like most girls I've been with. Like, for example, she 
doesn't spend ninety nine percent of her time hanging around the Music Bank and flirting with everything in 
sight, that's one tiny difference | can think of right off the top of my head. Sure she's gonna want to know if 
l'm serious about me and her at some point, which might not necessarily be today, but still. What am | gonna 
say then? Look, you're great, babe, but..eh I'll figure something out. And at any rate, how hard can it really be, 
that whole relationship thing? Its just basically having sex and hanging out, which sounds a lot like what we 
already do. So..why would anyone ever want to limit themselves by slapping on labels, right?? Gwen's smart, like 
she's really smart, l'm sure she understands that. 


Great, just as | park across the street from Gwen's building it starts raining, so | hold my arms up above my 
head to cover it with my jacket as | dash for the entrance, which just so happens to be left open. This place 
always gives me the creeps, it always seems too quiet whenever | come here and | never see any people on 
the stairs either, its got this abandoned house vibe a little bit. Not Gwen's apartment though, it's actually real 


rice compared to the shithole that | call home. | reach her door and lean against the frame as | knock 


rhythmically six times, and then wait a few seconds before | hear someone's footsteps on the other side. 


PYY 


"Mike, hil" Gwen stares at me obviously somewhat surprised, yet not without her beautiful smile. "What are 


you doing here?" 


| respond with a shrug and a smirk as | step inside and slide my arms around her. "I was in the neighbourhood 


so | thought | might as well drop by" 

"How did you know I'd be home?" She asks after giving me a well-deserved kiss. 

"Sixth sense. So what are you up to?" 

"Not much. | was just looking for something to snack on" 

One of the bedrooms’ door flies open all of a sudden and the redhead roommate appears, although she looks 
lke she's just been caught in the rain. "Oh, hey" She waves at me and Gwen distractedly and makes a beeline 
for one of the kitchen cupboards. 

"She didn't bake anything today?" | return my attention to Gwen 

"Nope, which isn't a bad thing. Unless you want me to get outrageously obese" 

"No, please don't" 

Annnd another abrupt entrance, only this time its none other but the baby faced drummer of Mudhoney that 


flings the apartment door open and sticks his head in. "What's ta-Oh, hey, guys." He briefly acknowledges mine 
and Gwen's presence. "What's taking you so long, Kat?" 


"Coming!" The redhead grabs a glass bong from the table and scurries towards Dan waiting in the doorway. 
"So." | turn back to Gwen when the two of them leave. "You're not busy or anything?" 


"No, you're welcome to stay." She goes on to get some food from the fridge and | turn the TV on, just to have 


a background sound. 


"Do you have any beer?" | ask as | flick through the channels until a chick in a blue Playboy bunny suit 


captures my attention. 


"What are we watching?" Gwen joins me on the couch a couple of minutes later with a beer for me and a bowl 


of something fruity and weird and probably healthy for herself. 

"| don't know, but there's Playboy babes." 

"Kirstie Alley kinda looks like a man" Gwen makes an observation after taking a glance at the TV screen. 
"Does she? | think she's hot" 

"In a masculine sort of way, maybe." 

"Whatever, you'll never be able to appreciate chicks the way men do." 

Oh really?" 

"Yeah, you wouldn't know a hot babe if one banged you all night 

"Tss. So have you met any hot babes lately?" 

"Many." 


"And um, have you asked any of them out?" Gwen insists on sounding nonchalant. Wow, there we go, like 


clockwork. Maybe Melinda does have a psychic gift after all, huh. 
"Do you want me to ask anyone out?" 

| mean, | was just asking. You do you." 

| also do you." 


"Mikel" Gwen punches my shoulder giggling and scoots closer. 


And that's that. It takes us approximately fifteen minutes to be totally done with talking and eating and drinking 
and watching TV, and we end up making out on the couch. Now this is exactly what | mean, why would | want a 
girlfriend when | can have many girl friends like that? Sure | like Gwen, | like her probably more than any other 
chick that | can think of right now, but how do | know I'm not gonna meet someone tomorrow? But that's the 
point, why would | think about tomorrow, when | have this hot and bothered Chinese beauty wrapped around 
me right now? Man, life is so fucking great right now! 


Gwen leans back on the couch and | hold myself above her propped on my hands, but when | inch closer to kiss 
her again she turns her face away all of a sudden. "You know, | heard this interesting thing the other day." She 
breathes out. 


Nope, her voice does not sound good. She doesn't sound mad or anything, but | already know that switch in her 
tone. | bend my elbow next to her head and rest my chin in my hand not bothering to keep my hair from 
getting in Gwen's face. "What thing?" 


"This guy was talking about how our generation is a bunch of undecided pussies who can't commit to anything.’ 
"Commit to..what?" 

"You know, anything." She looks up at me and then it hits me. Of course. 

Shit, so she does want a definition after all. And why?! Why do girls always do that? Why does everything have 
to be so fucking complicated? l'm with her right now, why do | have to make a statement about being 

with with her? It's such a pointless hassle. "Maybe it's not that we can't commit. We just." Fuck, she's just 
looking at me like a hangman. This is it, this is how you die, Mike. "Don't want to see our potential waste away. 
Actually, its not a generational thing, when you think about it..we're continuing what our parents started in the 
swinging sixties." 

Obviously, Gwen's not amused by my little joke and she gives me this dubious look with an arch of her brow. 
"Your swinging sixties was a mess, what with all the baby boomers taking over. It doesn't negate the fact that 
lack of commitment is an issue." 

"You actually talk like a fuckin’ politician, did you ever notice?" 


"lm committed to it” She throws me a sharp little smile. 


‘lm not..seeing anyone else, you know." Please, just fucking take what | can give right now. Its truel I'm not 


sleeping with anyone else these days, how's that not enough? 


"Oh, really?" She acts as though that wasn't the point of this whole conversation. God I'm gonna fucking get 


myself in trouble with this one, but what can | say? I'm too weak to say no. 


"Yeah. Haven't been asking anyone else out, just you." | slowly move my face closer to hers again and this time 


she doesn't look away. 
"Cool." 
"Yeah, cool." | wipe the hint of a smirk off her face with a kiss, finally. 


* eK 


"No, I'll find someplace to put it, don't worry, Lukin" | hear Kat's tired voice before | see her walk into our 


apartment followed by Matt. 

"Hello, you two." | stop chopping an onion for a second as | look over at them. 
"Hi, baby doll" Matt croaks and Kat rolls her eyes with a faint smile. 

"Hi, Lizzy." 


"What are you guys doing here?" | get my hands busy again catching a glimpse of Lukin getting comfortable in 


his usual spot on our couch from the corner of my eye. 


"| live here." Kat quips as she makes her way towards our dining table that's currently buried under piles of 
unopened mail addressed to the previous occupants. "And at this point are you surprised at all by the fact 
that Lukin just followed me here like a stray cat?" 


Can't say | am. In the past month our apartment's become a public meeting place of sorts with our friends 
coming in and out all of the time, or so it feels. | don't mind it though, | like the feeling of a full house. Speaking 
of.. The apartment door opens again and this time Gwen walks in with Mike behind her, another one of our 
frequent visitors. | found him and Gwen making out on the couch just last night, which was a nice reminder of 
how unfair life is. | was just getting home after a ten hour shift at work, | was soaking wet from the rain, and 


on top of that spent the rest of the night wondering why / don't have anyone to make out on our couch with. 


"What's happening here?" Mike asks and first | turn to him; he's stopped a few feet away from the door with 
his arm around Gwen's waist and both of them are looking up across the room. Then | follow their gaze to see 
Kat standing on the table and trying to reach the ceiling light with what appears to be a wind chime dangling 


from her hand. 


‘Oh, that. See, Big Red here doesn't understand that wind chimes are called wind chimes because they need 


wind" Matt explains in his usual lazy drawl. 


"It looks fucking nice, okay? Besides, no one was going to buy it. | saved this thing from thrift store hell." 


It does look nice, its got metal tubes and turquoise pebbles hanging in the middle, which | observe when Kat 
jumps off the table since she couldn't reach the lamp. "It would work if we opened the skylight once in a while." 
| suggest glancing up at the window in the ceiling. This one's a lot higher than the one in Kats room though, 
since the ceiling isn't sloped here, so I'm not sure how we'd manage to open it. From the outside maybe? I'm 


sure there's some reasonably safe way to get up there. 


"No one's gonna bother with that" Kat mumbles making her way to the kitchen area. "Besides, it rains too 


often" 
"Well it's nice either way, we don't necessarily need the sound” 


"Eeexactly." Kat leans over the stove with a concentrated look on her face, still fiddling with the wind chime, 


while | try to dump the chopped onion into the pan without burning myself accidentally. 
"What's cooking, good looking?” Gwen appears behind me. 


"Paella." | answer glancing around to figure out where she left Mike, and see him go into the bathroom. "You 


guys want some? This is way too much for me." 
"Sure. Call us when it's done." Gwen flashes me a grin and disappears again 


"Voila!" Kat takes a step back to admire her work - she hung the wind chime from one of the cupboards. 
"Lukin, you want anything?" She moves over to the fridge. 


"What's Lizzy making? Smells pretty good." 


"Something really delicious." | answer letting out an involuntary chuckle. "You'll like it. tll be done in fifteen 


minutes.” 
"Cooll" 
‘I'd offer you some too, but it's got-" 


"I know, Lizzy, thanks. I'm good" Kat doesn't let me finish the sentence and holds up a bag of carrot sticks and 


a pot of hummus. 
"Not very hungry?" 


Kat shrugs in response while the sound of the toilet being flushed echoes through the whole street, probably. | 
wouldn't be surprised if the building's pipes just exploded one of these days. "Did he even wash his hands?" Kat 
mumbles eyeing Mike as he walks out of the bathroom and into Gwen's room; that's probably her biggest pet 


peeve. 


Wait, did | add salt already? Thats the one drawback of people always hanging out here, | get so distracted 
sometimes. | guess I'm really not good at multitasking. Oh, shit! | don't even need to be distracted to forget 
things. | need to put my work clothes in the dryer. "Hey, Kat, could.. Where'd she go?" | ask Matt who's the 
only other person left in the room. 

‘lm here. What?" Kat reappears from her bedroom with a glass of coke probably. 

"Could you either go put my laundry in the dryer or watch the food for a bit?" 

"ll watch the food" 

"Okay, thanks, I'll be back in a minute." 

| go down to the basement, grab my wet clothes from the washing machine, where | accidentally left them 
pretty much the whole day, and shove them into the dryer. Now I'll just need to remember to get them later 
tonight, because I'm working tomorrow morning. Okay, so that's done for now. | almost turn to the elevator, 
but Kat says Mark told her that its wiser to not use it. Supposedly, it gets stuck a lot, if it even works at all, 
and I'd rather just trust them than test my luck | get out of the basement and start following a couple of 
people half a floor above me, but it takes me a moment to recognise Mark's voice. He's talking to a girl, and 
I'm guessing its his blonde girlfriend, because they both sound mildly annoyed; the kind of annoyed that only 
couples are capable of. 

Its your blood, your family. Does that not count for anything?" The girl insists. 

"Funnily enough, | was already aware my father is a part of my family. And nope, it does not." 


"You're very quick to dismiss him." 


"Why are we even talking about my father again?" Mark's voice sounds unusually high, at least I've never 


heard it like that before. 

"You're right, let's not. Let's just celebrate five months of fucking each other” 

"Hts been five months already? | need to make a doctor's appointment, see if I've contracted any new STDs" 
"Mark" 

"What?" 

"Why do you always have to be such a fucking ass?" 


"Genetics." 


"You know, the fact that we're not like..in love or whatever doesn't mean that you shouldn't be nice to me, you 


asshole." 


| stay behind, out of their sight; | don't want to interrupt them and have that awkward ‘lets pretend | didn't 
hear anything’ moment, | just want them to get into Mark's apartment and let me go have dinner. But..holy 
crap, this is an interesting conversation! So does that mean they're only sleeping together but don't have 
feelings for each other? Like fuck buddies? Does she just come over for sex? Is that why Matt's always 
hanging out at our place? But she probably has feelings for Mark, she sounds like it. This is like a soap opera, 
and | would have never thought Mark would be involved in anything like that. He just seems like a really chill 
kind of person, like someone who probably doesn't even give a shit about stuff enough to get into something 


like that. 

"Okay, look, fine, let's not talk about your family, let's not talk about us, let's not talk at all." She speaks again 
after a long pause, sounding like she's calmed down a little again as they reach the top floor and go down the 
hallway towards Mark and ours apartments. "Can we just go inside and do what | came here to do?" 


"Absolutely, my dear Kristi." 


"You're such a pig, Mark" She swats him, by the sound of it, and giggles, and | decide its safe for me to 
quicken my pace and get back to the apartment without waiting for them to free up the hallway. 


"Hi, guys." | smile at them both while Mark is fishing out his keys from his pocket and the girl stands next to 
him waiting. She's got a pretty face, but not like sweet kind of pretty. More like bitchy kind of pretty. She's got 
pouty lips, like she's perpetually mildly pissed off at something. And grey eyes. 


"Hello, neighbour. Hey, did you see Matt by any chance?" Okay, obviously Mark doesn't follow common courtesy 


rules and wastes no time on introducing me to his lady friend. 

"Yeah, he's actually in there. We're about to have dinner, do you guys wanna join?" 
"Nah, we're good, thanks." 

"Do you want me to get Matt for you?" 

"Nah." 


"Tell him Mark will see him tomorrow, actually." The girl gives me an order, basically. Excuse my French, but 


what the fuck? 


"Nah, let him eat" Mark's face doesn't even twitch, except for the momentary glance at the girl. "Leave a bone 


for me to chew on, | might grace your welcoming home with my presence to get Matt later, actually." 


"|| try!" 


Mark gives me a smile with a nod and turns around to swing his door open and when | get into our apartment 
| can still hear their voices. "Later? So that's who you're always hanging out with?" 


"What?" 
"You guys are always talking about your neighbours, but | never knew..." 


"Why are you glued to the door, Lizzy?" Kat's voice pulls me back into the apartment completely. She's 
towering over the table and putting food in each plate already. 


"No reason. I'll go get Gwen and Mike. You go take a seat too, Matt" | slap his foot dangling from the end of 
the couch as | walk by. 


The five of us get around the table, which fortunately is big enough, unlike the one in the place | lived in last 
year. That was a pain in the ass, | could never have friends over for meals because there was barely any 


room for two plates. We all start chatting between bites of food and | think it's moments like that that make a 
house feel like home and a group of people like family, there's just something about sitting and eating together. 


"Are you playing any shows these days?" | look over at Mike, letting Kat and Matt rave about Sonic Youth 
amongst the two of them. We were just talking about their new album that's coming out tomorrow, which l'm 
excited about, but beyond that | don't really have much to say about that particular band. And anyway, | trust 
Kat to make sure everyone in the apartment hears it as soon as she gets her hands on it; she's so excited 
about it she's sort of squatting on the chair with one foot on the floor and leaning on the table as she's 


nodding at whatever Matt's saying. Anyway, Mike.. 


"Nah, we've just been demoing up stuff mostly, you know. We need a solid piece of work to show to people if 


we ever wanna get signed, which is the nearest goal right now." 
"And then what?" 
"Then..what? Then we just spend our days being incredibly rich rockstars, obviously." 


"Hey, how come you spiked your dri-Ouch!" Matt yelps all of a sudden and we all look at him to see him 
frowning at Kat. Yeah, no, they're a strange pair. 


"Hi, everyone." This time it's Eva's voice that gets everyone turning their heads. She closes the door behind 
her as we all say hi to her too, then throws her stuff down on the couch and goes to raid the fridge. 


"Too bad you only came back now." | say standing up and make my way towards her. "I should have just made 
dinner for everyone if I'd known there'd be extra mouths." 


Its alright, Lizzy, I'll make something myself." 


"So how was your day?" 


'Fine" Eva answers wearily as she keeps grabbing things from the fridge and cupboards. "l'm just tired. But 
just two more days and | have the weekend off and | plan to do nothing and go nowhere." 


"Ah lim working the whole weekend." 
"At least you like more than fifty percent of your coworkers." 
"True." 


"So he's here again, huh." Eva glances in the general direction of the table and | know exactly which ‘he' she's 


talking about. 


"Why do you have a problem with Mike hanging out here but not Matt or..his bandmates. They all like to drop 


by sometimes." 
"| don't know, | just don't trust him. He's always hanging out with groupie wannabes, like you know what kind of 
place Music Bank is. There's a shitton of horny guys in bands rehearsing there and there's certain kind of girls 


who just hang around. You think they all get together to play chess day after day?" 


"I know, but he told Gwen he's not seeing anyone else, and come on.. He spends like ninety percent of his time 


here.” 
‘Seriously, Lizzy..." 


"Okay, | know its not impossible, but everything's fine so far. There's nothing we can do, we just gotta let them 
be happy together right now, and if he hurts Gwen we're gonna destroy him." 


"Did he really say that? That he's not seeing anyone?" 

"Yeah." 

"So they're official now?" 

"Um... Not really. | think they uh.. They're dating..each other, exclusively." 

Eva rolls her eyes without saying anything, but she doesn’t have to either. | know exactly what she's thinking, 


and it's nothing good or nice. But really, everything seems to be going fine between Mike and Gwen right now, 
and that's the best we can hope for. 


"You guys look like you're gossiping.” Kat strides up to us and throws the rest of her hummus in the fridge as 
she glances us a questioning look. "On second though, | don't really wanna know. | ran into Julian today and he 


said-" 


"Wait, which one is Julian?" | know that | know a Julian for sure, it's one of Kat's friends from university, but 


I'm not sure that | remember him... 

"The one with Jim Morrison hair." 

"The one that had a crush on you?" 

"No, that's Nick the lawyer.” 

"Ah, right. So what's he up to?" 

"He invited me to a house party, someone's birthday. Either of you wanna go on Friday?" 

"| can't" 

"Hmm..." Eva screws up her face and then finally shakes her head without much energy. "I'll pass." 

"So you're feeling better?" 

"Better than.what do you mean?" Kat barely glances at me while filling the kettle with water, but | know she 
knows what | mean. She gets in these moods sometimes where she just shuts everyone out and she can spend 
days on end in her room alone. Like a few weeks ago when she didn't go to that party, she never explains it, 
she just says she can't deal with life sometimes and we know we just have to let her be. | don't think that | 
understand that at all, but if thats what she needs.. But lately she's been hanging out with some people so l'm 
glad she's coming out of her..dark period. 


"Oh you know.. You've been uh, hanging out with people a lot lately." 


"Yeah, well, | don't really care about people per se. | just want to get drunk and make bad jokes, that's what l'm 
about" 


"Of course. Hey, have you ever um, have you ever met Mark's girlfriend?" 
"Nah. Why?" 
"No reason." 


That's a little disappointing, | was hoping Kat would know something. Not that it really matters to me, but I'm 
kind of intrigued now. Hmm maybe I'll happen to run into Mark's blonde friend alone one of these days, at least 


find out her name... She sounded kinda jealous though..but | guess that makes sense, Mark's been hanging out 
with Kat lately. Usually chilling on the roof or on our couch and eating our food. And it's not that uncommon to 
see Steve or Danny here either, they just come and go as they please, so | don't see what Eva's problem with 
Mike is.. She's probably just always coming home angry because she has to work with Jeff. God, | hope they 
start getting along soon because it's like we all have to suffer their bad moods, like I'm sure Jeff's friends 
aren't too happy with him either if he acts like Eva.. Wow. | need to get a freakin’ life! 


** ¥ 

Weekend, finally. | don't even know that | have the right to be this exhausted, but fuck it. | just need to get 
drunk and find someone to have a totally random, yet affectionate conversation with once l'm intoxicated 
enough. Actually, being sober is putting me off people right now so | start gulping my second beer a little 
faster as | chat with people. 

"Chris!" A familiar squeaky voice calls out my name and at first | look around for a moment, trying to find the 
owner of it amongst all the drunken faces celebrating someone's birthday. "Chris!" She calls out again and this 
time | spot the tiny brunette. 

"Hey, Demri." 


"Hey-Are you feeling okay?" She stops before and her weird flowy blue dress thing slowly catches up with 
her, kind of like a cigarette smoke dragging behind. 


"Yeah, sure. Do | look like I'm not?" 


"Your aura's flickering." She reaches up and presses her palm to my forehead with a concerned look etched 


into her face. 

"| keep forgetting to change the light bulb." 
"Do you have a migraine?" 

"Nope" 

"Hmm. Are you worried about something?" 
"Not really." 


"Well what's wrong with you?" Demri flutters her hands like little wings demanding an explanation, which | 


honestly don't have. 


"Why do you want something to be wrong with me?" 


‘Is this book, | read that.. | clearly need to read it again! Anyway, is Xana here?" 
"Nah, they're having this thing with Andy's family. 

"What thing?" 

"Can't you figure that out on your own, what with all these magic books and stuff?” 


"Stop it!" Demri swats my arm, which l'm only aware of because | saw it. | probably wouldn't have felt it 


otherwise. "Don't make fun of mel" 
"Oh I'm not, | wouldn't want you to give me the evil eye." 


"Chris!" She laughs out loudly with another punch on my arm and then puts her hands on her hips giving me 
this squinty look. 


"So whose birthday party is this anyway?" 


"You don't know? What the fuck are you doing here then?!" Demri keeps blinding me with her smile that takes 
up half her face as she proceeds to give me a pretty elaborate answer. "It's this girl Amber. | don't really 
know her that well.. She used to go out with the bassist from the U-Men.the one they had before. Anyway, 
she got a boob job done recently and now she's seeing like three guys at the same time. One of those guys 
happens to be this photography major who helped me out with portfolio pictures this one time and | ran into 
him the other day again, so that's how | ended up here." 


"Cool." 
"Who do you...” 


"Hey, careful, man!" Someone bellows drowning out Demri's words, then | hear the distinctive sound of someone 
slamming their head against something wooden, which I'm guessing is the plank nailed to the top of the doorway 
with a painfully poetic ‘do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the wise, seek what they sought written on it 
that | saw earlier. Then a shitload of something small scatters all over the floor, and the explanation to that 


comes in the form of someone yelling out ‘peanuts’. 


"Is someone hurt?" Demri immediately looks over into the general direction of the sounds, but some chick 


assures her everyone's fine. 


"Two peanuts were walking down a road." The dumbest joke pops into my head and rolls off my tongue 


simultaneously. "One was a salted" 


Demri turns back to me with an almost pitiful smile and a couple of other people do the same, but | swear | 
heard someone stifle a laugh. Hey, it's Stone's redhead! Wearing all black again, which | don't even know why | 


remember that. She gives me a silly smile when our eyes meet for a second and pops one of the peanuts that 


didn't reach the floor into her mouth. 


"So what was | saying.. Um... Oh!" Demri perks up all of a sudden when some girl pinches her side while walking 
past us and Demri grabs her arm to stop her. "Chris, have you met Linda? She works at that music store, 
what was it called..." 


| allow myself to get pulled into this conversation and then some more people join us, and ultimately it turns 
into a friendship circle but we're all just listening to Demri as she goes on about..| don't even know what. l'm 
pretty sure she could literally talk for days non stop, and by the time | start working on my fourth beer stil 
listening to her | realise there's no more room left for liquid in my bladder, so | slowly wander off to find the 
bathroom. 


At first | accidentally wander into one of the bedrooms that's been converted into a dark video gaming/weed 
smoking area. Honestly I'm tempted to join, but there's practically no oxygen left in there and my bladder is 
really crying for help, so | make my way into the bathroom instead. When I'm done, | grab my beer and get 
out, but don't go downstairs immediately. It's a pretty old house with creaky wooden floor, so as | make my 
way towards a balcony with the door slightly ajar at the end of the corridor | feel like everyone downstairs 
can hear it. | step over four legs tangled together while their owners are having an intense making out session 
and step out into the fresh air through. There's a bunch of people outside in the backyard, seems like the 
house proved to be a little too small. | can see a wide strip of light pouring out through the door down there, 
creating these elongated, monster like shadows sticking to people's feet, and | can hear the music coming from 
downstairs pretty loud here, enough so that | can only make out random bits of conversations. This is nice. It's 
cloudy but | can see some stars, and | know my flannel will keep me warm from the chilliness of October's 


night as | sit down and hang my legs over the edge of the balcony, between the wooden bars. 

"Oh, shit... Hey um, d'you happen to have a lighter?" 

| nearly drop my pack of cigarettes startled by the voice behind me. The redhead again. She's looking down at 
me from the balcony doorway with the wind blowing the long dirty curtain all around her and making her look 
like a ghost. | hold out my lighter for her, she holds it up to the end of her cigarette just for a second, and 
hands it back to me with a ‘thanks’ before turning around to leave. "Wait!" | blurt out before | can think and 
Katie looks at me again with a questioning look. "Didn't you come here to smoke?" 

"Yeah, but | didn't know someone was here. | don't want to bother you." She shrugs. 

"Bother me? What do you think I'm doing here?" 


"| don't know..thinking?..” 


"Sure, | came here to think. And then jump to my death in conclusion 


"Well you'd be a fucking idiot if you thought this would kill you." She momentarily cranes her neck and glances 
down | really would. The worst | could do to myself is sprain an ankle while landing on the dewy grass just a 
few feet below. 

"Nah, you won't bother me." Very little would at this point, I'm nearing my desired state of drunkenness 
already, so that's nice. Besides, it seems like Katie and | always end up hanging out at the same places with the 
same people, so might as well get acquainted while we're at it. 

"Okay" She lingers in the doorway for another second, then steps out onto the balcony floorboards, and leans 
back against the railing to my left. We both grow silent for a moment and then she opens her mouth again 
with her face averted to the sky and a cloud of smoking coming out as she speaks. "Did you know you can 
become up to like two inches taller in space?" 


"Does that question lead to something or are you just that drunk?" 


"lts just an interesting thing to think about." She gives me another shrug as she looks down at me but then 


turns away as soon as her face breaks out into an involuntary smile. 

"How?" 

"How what?" She looks at me again. 

"How can you become taller.” 

"Oh, yeah, your spine straightens up since there's no gravity to push you down" 
"I'd be a fucking giant" 

"Exactly." 


Katie's wide eyes draw a laugh out of me almost making me drown myself with my can of beer since I'm in 


the middle of drinking. "What else should | know before | go up there?" 
"Is probably really fucking awesome to be there." 
"Oh | trust you on that. Do you think you'd feel bigger?" 


"| don't know... | think I'd be way too overwhelmed to feel anything. And then I'd probably start feeling 
something really stupid, like fucking hunger or something.’ 


"Can you sit down?" | pat the floor next to me with an amused smile. "I'm not used to having to look up at 


whoever l'm talking to and it's hurting my neck." 


"Is ite" 

"Yeah. How do you people do it, | don't understand. 

Kat gives me a brief smile and sits down next to me sliding her feet between the balcony bars as well. "l 
personally only avert my eyes, like so..." She tilts her head down and glances at me from under her lowered 
eyebrows. She has a certain je ne sais quoi about her, | can still feel this European black and white cinema vibe 
from her, what with this fucking space talk and all. "Incidentally it makes people think | don't want to talk to 
them because it looks like I'm glaring, which is actually true nine times out of ten" 

"All that glaring is gonna leave you cross eyed, you know." 


"| wouldn't be heartbroken. Flaws give you character." 


"Like my lopsided ears?" | scoop my hair back to show them off and Kat squints at me for a moment before 
her whole face fucking lights up. I'm glad someone's excited about that?.. 


"I have that tool Except my right one is a little higher than the left" 
"And you're okay with that?" 
"Sure. It never bothered me, | only noticed it like a year ago." 


"You should probably look in the mirror more often. There's something inherently creepy about being so out of 


Touch with your ears.” 

Kat chuckles lightly and then her face immediately returns to its vaguely pissed off expression. Or maybe 
bored, | don't know, but she has this face that she makes by default. "I have a pretty complicated relationship 
with me, sometimes | don't want To see me for days on end" 

"Well that's weird" And kind of intriguing, to be honest. At least Kat's arrival has improved my night 
significantly. It's kinda nice to just talk about random shit with someone sometimes, especially when you're 


slightly drunk, which is exactly what my plan for tonight was. "Tell me about yourself?" 


She gives me a slightly confused, ‘what the fuck' sort of frown, and then her eyes dart to the side for a 


fraction of a second before she answers very hesitantly. "l like bananas?" 
"Informative." 
"Well your question wasn't any better." 


"Hmm... You've got a point." 


"This will probably sound dumb, but I've always found you very intimidating." 
"Seriously?" 
"Yeah. It's probably your height, even on this planet” 


| slouch a litte, kind of shrinking the upper half of my body so that our heads are at the same level. "What 


about now?" 


"Oh you didn't need to do that, | stopped being intimidated by you the moment you made that fucking idiotic 


peanut joke." 


l0. we aint got no money, honey 


"Honey, I'm home!" The unmistakable nasal voice of one Stone Gossard echoes through the house. | guess he's 


not too far off, he spends so much time at our place he's probably gonna start getting his mail here soon 


"I hope by honey you mean me?" Chris looks up when Stone walks into the living room, followed by Lucy, Chris’ 


black retriever from Hell. 

Chris has been trying to fix an inch wide hole in the wall next to the TV for the past hour and I've been 
making a bead bracelet on the couch that whole time, which has so far proved to be a weird mixture of 
annoying and relaxing. Chris even whipped together this cement mixture but at this point it probably looks even 
worse than it did right after Matt and Kim somehow managed to punch that hole in the wall in the first place. 


"Uhh... Sure.." Stone casts an exaggeratedly creeped out look at Chris and then comes over to mess with my 


beads orderly scattered all over the couch. "Is this gonna be a new torture weapon for Andy?" 


"Wasn't planning on it, but I'm willing to shove a bag of beads up your ass if you don't stop touching 
everything, Stoney.” 


He holds up his palms and slowly takes a step back. "Relax, Xana, it's okay, no touching happening. So what are 
you guys up to? Where's Andy?" 


“Take a guess." | cast a glance into the general direction from which we can hair the faint sounds of Andy's 


excited “fuck yeah's; he gets really into it when he's playing video games. 
"How long?" 

"At least an hour, | think it's about time for him to take a break" 

"Good, good." Stone nods his head clearly lost in his thoughts a little even while talking to me. 
"What did you came here for?" 


| have this new riff stuck in my head, | need Andy to do something with it. It's more like two parts..and | need 
a bridge.. Anyway... 


"You coming to the show tonight?" Chris looks up from his construction grounds. 
"Yeah, yeah." Stone nods again looking nothing short of distracted as he does. "Off Ramp, right?" 


"Correct. Your memory is just phenomenal, man." Chris quips clearly deciding to take a break too. | honestly 


doubt he's gonna finish fixing that hole today, the rest of Soundgarden are gonna be here any second even 


though there's a couple of hours left before the gig, and the wall's probably gonna look like a grey tumour for 
another week. "Hey, | ran into your girlfriend last week" Chris announces giving the wall one last pat with a 


metal spatula trying to smooth out the grey lump that the hole has turned into by now. 


A moment's silence ensues while Andy's shouting ‘go, go, GO! upstairs in the bedroom, and then Stone finally 


realises Chris' words must have been addressed towards him. "Who?" 
"Katie?" 
"Oh, right, right.. Not my girlfriend” Stone corrects Chris very casually. 


"Since when?" | ask; | clearly remember referring to her as Stone's girlfriend around him at least once, and he 


didn't correct me, So... 

"Since | was born?" 

Ugh, goddamnit, Stone. It's been about three weeks since we interrupted their coffee date so either Kat's not 
into him, or she's just as much of a pussy as he is, and l'm still curious to know which one it is. Which, | 
guess, goes to show what an exciting life | lead. Hey, it's Seattle, we don't have much here apart from constant 
rain and seeing same old bands every single night. 

"So, no.. As in, not yet?" | ask for a clarification 

"Uh-huh, sure.. Hey did | tell you guys about this movie we saw a while ago?" 

We as in Kat and you? Who's we?! "No." 

"It's about a bunch of dead people and sandworms. Very, very weird, but very cool, you should go see it too." 


"Did Kat think it's cool too?" 


"Yeah, sure. Steve think it's trash though. Then again, that coming from someone who unironically enjoys Russ 


Meyer movies..” 

"Wait, you saw it with Steve?" 
"Yeah." 

"And Kat?" 


"Yeah." 


Why would Stone bring Steve to a movie date? He's being a pussy then, obviously. Or maybe Kat likes Stevel? 
That'd be so tragic, poor Stoney. Then again, if she likes movies about dead people and sandworms, she should 
eventually develop a taste for Stone Gossard too. Or maybe Steve wasn't even invited! That would make sense, 


guys just don't know when to butt out sometimes. 


"That colour doesn't match the wall very well, you know." Stone points at Chris' work in progress as he leaves 
the room to head upstairs. 


"When did you run into Kat?" 
"Umm, last week, at that party you guys didn't go to" Chris shrugs. 
"Do you think there's something going on between her and Stoney." 


"| don't know. That topic didn't come up somehow, if you can believe that. Maybe she'll finally really open up to 
me the fifth time | see her." 


"Ha. But you gotta admit, Stoney and Kat looked cute at that café sitting together. 

"Yeah, but Stoney's always cute." Chris bats his lashes at me. 

"Aren't you interested at all?" 

"In Stone's love life? Can't say | am" 

"He's your friend." 

"Look, Xana, I've got nothing against you obsessing over this... 

‘lm not obsessing.” 

"I don't really know Kat, but | guess she does seem like she could be into Stone, so if she is.. Good for him." 
"Who was she with at the party? Was she with a guy?" 

"Umm... She didn't know the chick whose birthday it was, but uh.." Chris mumbles sitting down on the floor 
lured by Lucy who apparently feels like getting a belly massage right about now. "She knew this guy there. But 


| think they're just friends." He adds, reading my mind. 


"Demri said someone got a vomit bath?" | chuckle remembering her story, which she recapped in great detail, 


for some reason. 


"Yeah, we got a balcony view of that. | was talking to Kat and then um, | guess someone had gotten sick in the 
backyard, and then this poor guy ran outside and just fuckin’ flew across a vomit puddle Slip ‘N Slide style." 


‘Ouch. Musta been a good party?" 

"Yeah, it was alright. You know, Kat did think it was funny..the vomit thing. If that'll be of any help to you in 
figuring out this Stone situation" Chris gives me a shit eating grin as he mocks me, but honestly, it kinda does 
help. That's exactly Stone's kind of sense of humour. 

"Do you think Stone could be seriously interested in her?" 

"Sure. | mean, she's into music, she's funny, she's interesting to talk to..." 

"Attractive?" 


"Sure" Chris nods while scratching behind Lucy's ears. "Attractive too. Nice hair.. And nice legs too, actually." 


"Hmm maybe you're more into her than Stoney is?" | ask with a smirk just to see if | can get Chris riled 


Today. 


"Hey, I'm a guy." He pulls his shoulders into a shrug with a sort of apologetic smile. "What else do you expect 


me to say?" 

"Speaking of, how's your love life?" | ask as casually as | can, hoping that Chris will somehow not realise I'm 
poking my nose into his business and tell me something interesting. Andy and | were talking the other day 
about how the frequency of Chris' casual hook-ups has decreased lately, or so it seems, which is just sad. 
"DOA" Chris stands up and beckons Lucy to follow him out of the room. 

"Where are you going?" 

"What's with all the questions? Are you spying for Russia again, Xana?" 

"Are you going out?" | ask, hearing the sound of him grabbing his keys from a shelf by the front door. 


“tim taking Lucifer out for a walk." 


"Have fun" | mumble just before | hear Chris walk outside. He does that a lot if he knows he's gonna be in a 
crowd of people, hanging out or playing a show; he likes to be alone for a while before things like that. 


* * * 


"I don't know if | wanna go" Kat emerges from her bedroom just as | finish painting my nails. 


"Why?" 
"| feel like a blob of ew today” 

"What the hell are you talking about?" 

"This" She motions her hands at her body from head downwards. 

"You look fine. You could put on something that has a colour for a change, maybe that would help" 
"That would make it worse" 


"Kat, you look fine" | assure her once more. She really does, there's nothing wrong with the way she looks, it's 


all in her head, but l'm surprised she's letting it get to her. 
"Compared to you, | look like a wet cat." 


Okay. Usually it's Lizzy who constantly needs reassurance and encouragement, although I'm pretty sure she 
just likes to be told she looks good even without actually doubting it herself. Eva will whine about it sometimes 
too, although usually her occasional lack of confidence manifests through her literally changing fifteen times 
before she walks out the door wearing the right outfit. But Kat never does that, she just doesn't give a fuck, 
she never tries to look a certain way, she's just..Kat. She's got her own thing going, which | don't always love, 
but that's the thing, she doesn't care what other people think. And yet here she is, having a crisis all of a 


sudden. 
“Bullshit. And don't compare us, we both look different but we both look great." 
"You won't understand, Gwen, people would pay you to punch them in the face." 


"Kat, what the hell are you talking about?" | laugh at her gibberish and feel a little relieved when | see her 


crack a smile. 


"I don't know, | kinda wanna wear a paper bag over my head today, | just don't feel..comfortable. Like, more 


than usual. It went from like a 6 to a solid IO just now." 

"Well stop it, go back to zero." 

"I can't go back to zero, I've never been at zero, Gwen. Think before you speak, Jesus..." 

Oh come on. | don't really do pep talks, because they're usually 99 percent bullshit that people say to make 


someone feel better and | don't like saying things | don't mean, but Katie really looks totally fine tonight, she's 


wearing her black high wasted jeans and a big loose sweater that keeps sliding off one of her shoulders, and 


she's got her bowler hat on, which looks really cute on her. She looks just as artsy and pretty as always. "Oh 
shut the fuck up." | leave the nail polish bottle on the couch and step over to Kat and carefully tilt her hat 
back on her head a little, making sure | don't mess up my nails. "And you put on winged liner. You know, it 
always looks really good on you. | don't care if anyone's gonna fall head over heels with you because of your 
makeup or whatever, but you look fine and you should know that. And if someone thinks you don't then they're 
stupid, but let's face it, no one in their right mind is going to think that. Just smile, Kat, and let's go. We'll 
listen to some great music, watch sweaty shirtless guy stomp around the stage, have a drink, and just have a 


great right." 


She gives me a very long, very dubious look, and | begin to fear she really changed her mind irreversibly, but 


then she squeezes out a kind of pained looking smile. Eh HI take what | can get 

"You know, when you say nice things about me, | really don't know what to do." 

"Say thark you, Kat" 

"Thank you. Actually.. You're the only person | believe" 

"Aww, because you trust me the most?" 

"No, because you're so mean most of the time" Kat cracks herself up as | shoot her an unamused look. Im 


not mean, l'm just honest. "Anyway, speaking of the bare chested singer.. What are your thoughts on Chris 


having a crush on you?" 

"What?" 

"You do know he likes you, right?" 

"Tss no, he doesn't." 

‘lm pretty sure he does." 

"Why? Was he just wandering around looking for me at that party last week?" 

Kat rolls her eyes at me impatiently and wrinkles her nose. "I'm pretty sure he only talked to me because 
being friends with me will somehow lead him to you." She grins at me gesturing her hands about as she 
speaks. 

"Let me ask you something... Did he mention me at all?" 


"Nope." 


"And how long were you two talking?" 


"| don't know, like an hour maybe." 


"Hmm wonder what that might mean in the real world?" | mirror Kat's stupid grin. "Couldn't be that he actually 
likes you for you?" 


"Yes, I'm sure he was really trying to seduce me with his vomit puns and band trivia. Anyway, statistically 
speaking, about ninety percent of the male population have a crush on you, so l'm probably right about Chris 


either way." 
"You need to get off whatever drugs you're on right now, Kat." 


Lisa is picking us up in a few since Eva took the car, and either way, | don't feel like driving tonight. | thought 
about asking Mike to give us a lift, since he's going to the show tonight too, but | changed my mind at the last 
moment. | don't really know why, | guess | don't want to seem too needy. Not that | am needy by any means, 
and | do realise asking your..semi-boyfriend to give you a ride isn't being needy, if you think about it, but Mike 
just doesn't have that much experience with relationships that last longer than three nights, and | guess | don't 


want to inflict that cultural shock on him. Baby steps. 


When we get to the venue the first band's already playing, but there's not nearly as many people as there's 
gonna be for the Soundgarden set. We've watched their audiences get bigger and crazier for the past couple of 
years, and | know by now some people have started treating Soundgarden like they're the Beatles, in a way. 
Just the way some people talk about them; it's like all of a sudden these guys aren't just the local band 
anymore, they're celebrities now. To some, anyway. Clearly, my friends and | don't have that rockstar and 
fangirl relationship with Chris Cornell, because he comes to say hi To us as soon as we reach the bar counter 


where he's socialising perched up on a stool a few feet away. 


"Our biggest fans." Chris slaps his palm against his chest and as if on cue both Kat and | snort. "The politician 
and the stargazer are actually much more alike than | thought. What a plot twist. And who's your friend?" 


Whatever the reason is for him calling Kat a stargazer, | concur. It totally suits her. "This is Lisa, we work 


together." 


"Ah right, | thought you looked familiar." Chris nods and smiles at Lisa, and she does the same. "Anyway, l'm 
glad to see you guys here." 


"Well, you know, we are your moderate fans." | flash him a smile. 


"Are you gonna stick around afterwards? Should be an interesting night, | think" He nods at a group of people 
consisting mostly of guys from Cat Butt, Melvins, and Tad, who are, for some reason, handing out sparklers. 
I'm not sure what it is about all these Seattle bands, but when that many of them get together in one place it 


usually leads to arson or flood, or both simultaneously, or just something Totally random and mildly dangerous. 


"Some of us have to get up for work tomorrow morning, you know." 

"You guys work at a bar. You don't have morning shifts." Chris looks at me and Lisa. 

"Well Kat does." 

She was probably just zoning out because when we look at her it takes her a second to react, and then she 
holds up her hands, waving them a little in mid hair. "Don't mind me. | would never forgive myself if | ruined 
your night. | can always find someone to give me a lift whenever | wanna go." 

"Well that's no fun" Chris mumbles, which I'm now noticing he does pretty often 

"| don't really plan on partying all night either.” Lisa informs us looking at Kat. 


"So | guess we'll see how the night goes." | add. 


"Oh hey yeah, Stone's here already, | saw him near the stage." Chris' eyes dart to Kat and he's got this look on 


his face as though he's expecting her to throw her arms up in the air and cry out in joy. 
"Umm..cool.." Is all that he gets from Kat. 

"Any new songs tonight?" Lisa asks. 

"Nah. Funny you should ask though, there's actually a couple in the works." 


"Halloween's in less than three weeks." Kat announces all of a sudden, and | see Chris eyebrows rise up as he 
looks at her. 


"Is it?" 
"So the calendars say." 


"What are you dressing up as? Someone tall?" Chris asks Kat, and l'm guessing that's gotta be some sort of 


inside joke because she swallows down a chuckle. 

"Maybe. | would ask what you're dressing up as but | don't really have much hope in you actually dressing up 
Kat bares her teeth in an exaggerated grin and points her fingers like guns at Chris, but even though she's 
being all goofy now, that was totally a little bit of flirting going on between them two. Sure he's only doing that 
to get to me, obviously, Kat's tooootally right. 


"You guys don't respect artistic expression at all” He acts offended. 


"| dol" Lisa quickly raises her hand making us all laugh. 


"Good evening, everyone.” A new voice joins our little group and then Mike drapes his arm across my shoulders 
while our friends say hi to him. "How's it going?" 


"What are you dressing up as for Halloween?" | turn my face to look at him. 
"Hmm | don't know. When is Halloween? It's the 3st right?" 


"Wow, you look offended." Chris' voice comes out tinted with amusement as he looks at Kat, and again, the look 


on her face clearly says she wasn't expecting anyone to pay attention to her right now. 
"| mean, it's Halloween, and it's like you guys don't even care." 


"No, you're wrong." Chris scratches his chin. "| just wasn't thinking about it at this moment. But | do take 


Halloween very, very seriously." 


"How're you?" Mike asks quietly, pulling my attention away from our friends, and we slowly drift a few steps 


away from them. 
"Great, You?" 

"Not that great, to be honest! 
"Really? Why?" 


"Cause | haven't kissed you yet today." His face drifts into a smirk, and then he fixes that right away. "So 
what's that about? You hanging out with Cornell now?" 


"Well, we are friends." 

"Really? | didn't know that." 

"Wait a second, are you getting jealous? Mike Starr is jealous?" 

"Nah. l'm better looking than him." He cocks his head with a glance at Chris and gives me the most handsome 


smile, and | can only agree. But still, | bet he's at least a little bit jealous. That's just how guys are, and they 


never admit it. 
"What if he was hitting on me?" 
"Was he?" 


‘Its a hypothetical question, Mike.” 


He pulls his shoulder into an exaggerated shrug with an accompanying expression twisting his features. "I can't 
even feel hypothetical jealousy.” 


"So if a um, if a guy buys me a drink, you wouldn't feel jealous at all?" 
"Pft of course not. Chicks buy drinks for me all the time, it's not a big deal." 
"Oh I'm sure, of course they do.. Oh, | have something for Layne." 


"For Layne??" Mike echoes my words as | bury my hand in my bag to get Layne's bandana that Eva somehow 
ended up having. 


"Yeah. Eva gave it to me and asked to pass it on to Layne." | hold the thing out for Mike and he slowly takes it 
and stuffs it into his back pocket. 


"Okay... Wait, let's rewind a little.. You think | couldn't get a drink from pretty much any chick in this place?" 
"Ha | mean, you certainly can try. You'd probably succeed eventually." 


"Eventually?" Mike grins at me although | can see this competitive fire grow behind his eyes. "I could get a 


drink before you." 

"Bullshit" 

"Wanna bet?" 

Oh | can't believe this guy! Mike's really something else, I've never met another person who would come up 
with something like that and act like it's a totally normal thing, which is a shame. It's like we're on the same 
wavelength somehow. He just has a way of getting me really excited about things, we can be talking or doing... 
something else, and there's always this excitement bubbling up in me. 

And | would never say no to a bet that | know | can win. Not just because guys are sluts and you just have to 
smile at them and laugh at their stupid jokes, and they'll hand you their wallets.. There's also the fact that 
girls like to get drinks for free, not buy them for anyone, it's just one of those inherent gender role things. 
“Sure. What do | get when | win?" 

"When you lose, you mean? | don't know, | think just the satisfaction of winning will be enough for me." 


"Fine." 


"Fine." 


‘It has to be a girl though. You can't just go to Sean or Jerry and ask them for a drink" 
"That goes without saying, don't worry. And it can't be someone you're friends with." 
"Okay. You can't tell them anything about the bet either." 

“Alright. And just remember, don't take this too hard, it's nothing personal.” 

"Oh, of course not, it's just that Im better at flirting than you." 

Mike laughs and smashes his lips against mine. "May the best one win, beautiful” 

* * * 


"Why aren't you entertaining your female friend?" Jerry grins at me once | walk up to him standing around 


with some other people. Sometimes | swear | can't tell if he's my bandmate or my embarrassing parent. 
"We're doing this thing, we're playing a game. | need to get a free drink from someone before she does." 
"Well that's an.interesting game to play with your girlfriend. But hey, no judging." 

"Yeah, shut up, Jerrbear. Hey have you seen any tipsy, lonely chicks around?" 

"Really? That's your plan, Mike?" 

“That's the most efficient plan" | grin. 

"Just ask someone..not me though, you know how | am with money." 

"Money just slips right through your fingers." 

"Exactly. Actually, | might be getting some work next week." 

"What kind of work?" I'm always surprised by how Jerry manages to get random shifts at paces that he 
doesn't even work at. | guess he knows how to kiss the right asses, so he'll work in a garage one week, then 
have two weeks off, then work as a pizza delivery boy for another two, then move on to something else. It's 
really weird yet impressive. 


"Delivery... No, logistics... l'm not sure. Anyway, no drink from me for you tonight, buddy.” 


"Oh, don't worry. That's against the rules and l'm not gonna cheat." 


Jerry gives me this pretty eloquent look but | just wave him off. Whatever that implication was supposed to 
be, I'm gonna win this fair and square, which might be a little difficult to do, because let's face it, if | didn't 
know Gwen already I'd probably be trying to buy her a drink right now anyway. 


| wander off past Jerry towards the bar counter and notice Kat not too far. She's left Cornell somewhere and 
is now talking to Turner.. Actually, | really don't have anything against Chris, but somehow him hitting on Gwen 
doesn't seem like such a wild, unbelievable scenario. Not that I'm jealous or anything, but that's just not cool. 
And either way, not like Gwen's gonna jump into his arms or anything, even if she does flirt back it's just a 
part of her personality. Like she's probably flirting with someone right now, trying to get that free drink. Not 
that that's making me jealous either, its for a cause. And speaking of, | need to get on it too. 


I'm really sad you guys aren't gonna be here on Halloween" Kat's voice carries while I'm looking around to see 
any potential drink buyers. This chick really does have a thing about Halloween, huh? 


"Why? Because you want to see Mark in drag?" Steve asks saying all those words in under a second, probably. 
"Precisely." 
"Halloween's only one of many many many nights that he does that, don't worry.” 


| push the image of Mark Arm wearing drag out of my head once | notice the bartender place a glass of what 
I'm guessing is vodka lemonade in front of this blond chick sitting a couple of stools away on my other side. | 
step over there and take a seat next to her, at which point she glances at me over her shoulder. Hey, | know 
her..well, not know know her, but | know of her, | might even know her name, | think it's Kelly..or Rita, or 
something like that. Now I'm no expert, but her body language doesn't exactly scream ‘let's be friends’ in your 
face, but then again, she is alone. I'm sure she could use some company. | quickly scan as much of the dark 
crowded barroom as | can and spot Gwen standing with Bruce Fairweather. She's giggling, probably at some 
dumb joke that he just made, and it's so obvious she's just putting on an act. Come on, a blind person could see 


that, if he thinks she's actually flirting with him he must have suffered a head injury this morning. 

"Looking for someone?" 

My eyes immediately shoot back to the blonde chick next to me. Stacy.. Karen.. Kristine! Yeah, I've definitely 
met her before. She's one of Mel's friends, or at least they know each other. She's not my friend though, so 
this isn't cheating. "Kristine, right?" 


She gives me a mildly impressed look, as though she was waiting to see if I'd remember her, and her whole 
posture relaxes a little in an instant. Good job, Mike. 


"Kristi" She corrects me with a smile. "So? You seem like you've lost something." 


"Nah, l'm not planning on losing anything tonight 


"Okay... How's Mel doing? Haven't seen her in ages." 
"She's fine, as annoying as ever." 


‘Oh you're still playing the big brother part?" She gives out this hollow soulless chuckle and glances coyly at 
me, so I'll take that as her flirting with me. Good, good. 


"Yeah well | guess l'm stuck in that character for life, aren't 1?" 
"Guess so" She downs the remaining half of her drink 

"You tryna to forget something?" | pointedly glance at her empty glass. 
"Nah... Well, kinda. | dont know! 

"Sounds like you're already halfway,” 

"Everythings halfway with him." She mumbles. 

"Him?" 


"Oh, you know." Kristi lifts her hand and flicks her wrist dismissively. "If there's ever anything worth forgetting 


it's always either a guy or a girl." 

Jackpot? Maybe. | feel like she's on the verge of buying another round, and who doesn't need company when 
they're drowning an old relationship? | decide to jump on the opportunity and take on the part of a wildly 
interested conversation partner. "I can't imagine anyone dumping you so l'm guessing you just broke up with 
someone?" 


"Nah, but thats why l'm drinking. | need to forget why | want to break up with him." 


‘Okay, you lost me now. If you need to be drunk to maintain this relationship then maybe you should just dump 
the fucking guy's ass once and for all, don't you think, Kristi?" 


"Well you see the problem is, l'm pretty sure I'm Mark's female counterpart. We're like two pit bulls.. You put 
one with another dog and that dog is dead meat, but you get two pit bulls together and they stick to each 
other like glue. You know?" 


Surprisingly, that kinda makes sense to me. Maybe this Mark guy isn't a real pit bull after all though?" 


"Oh no, he definitely is. He's a pit bull alright, a fucking dog. | mean, its Mark Arm we're talking about." 


Ohh interesting. | don't really personally know him that well but | hear he's pretty good at getting on people's 
nerves, so my drink is probably still not out of the question "Then | guess you should have another drink 
immediately.” 

"Are you gonna buy me one?" 


“Actually | was hoping you'd buy a drink for me." 


Kristi tilts her head back mid-laugh and when she looks at me again her smile gradually fades and she raises 
one eyebrow. "Oh you're actually serious?" 


"Sure." 
"You really are a weirdo, Mel's totally right.” 
"You should listen to my kid sister less, you know. She's like a poodle, very incompetent." 


Kristi breathes out a laugh again and pushes her empty glass away. "Hey, how come we've never really talked 


before, you and |?" 
"| guess you keep hanging with the wrong dogs. | mean, | don't know, I'm always around." | twirl my finger in the 


air. | guess | never found myself wanting to talk to my sister's friends; there's plenty of other girls that don't 
have the access to all my embarrassing childhood stories. 


"Okay. The only way I'll feel good about buying you a drink is if you promise to be my friend tonight. If | talk 


shit about someone, you give me a hell yeah." 
"Hell yeah!" 


"Good boy. So what's your poison?" Kristi grins at me already leaning over the bar counter to get the 
bartender's attention 


"I'l have a beer, doesn't matter what kind" 
Kristi orders us two beers and in a matter of moments | wrap my fingers around a cool glass bottle. | run my 
gaze around the room again and find Gwen still talking to Bruce, still empty handed; | keep my eyes on her until 


she glances over as if summoned by my will power and | tip my drink at her. 


* eK 


Instead of heading upstairs | go down as soon as | walk into our building; | gave Eva my cactus sweater just 


before heading out to work earlier today because she said she was gonna do her laundry, but she said she 


might hang out with some friends after doing her biomedical science student things in the lab, so if that's the 
case she's probably not back yet and our clothes are probably beginning to grow mould in the washer. 


By the time | get downstairs I'm singing Teen Age Riot to myself, which has been stuck in my head the whole 
day. Not that | have anything against that, the new Sonic Youth album is the fucking bomb. | walk into the 
basement room and the next line dies somewhere deep down in my throat when | see one of our neighbours 
packing her laundry into one of the washers. We exchange awkwardly polite smiles and | glance around to figure 
out which washing machine Eva used, which has to be one of the only two that have the lids closed, and since 
one of them is on | make a beeline for the other one. | scoop out the wet clothes from the washer, making 
sure they're really Eva's, and clumsily transfer them all into one of the dryers, turn the thing on, turn around 


on my heel, and leave. 


So she's not back yet, | guess. | wonder if anyone's home at all. Come to think of it, | can't really remember 
the last time | was home alone. There's always someone hanging out, like Gwen and Mike, or Lukin and the 
other guys too. Like the other day Mark knocked on our door in the morning to borrow some shampoo, which 
was a pretty weird thing in itself, and then ended up watching TV at our place for like an hour. | like it though... 
| think? | like the kind of effect that being surrounded by people is having on me. | mean, | do get so caught up 
in my head sometimes that | end up isolating myself from the world, like | did this summer. Ha. | barely ever 
went out anywhere else other than work, but having people actually come to just sit around and coexist in the 
same space, not even necessarily talking, has weirdly made me want to be more social. | wonder if it's these 


people in particular or just people in general. 


| reach our floor and when | turn a corner | notice something black hanging on Mark's apartment door handle, 
and when | get closer.. What the fuck.. What is my sweater doing here?? | grab it and hold it up before me. 

Yep, my wet cactus sweater. Did he just.. Why was the... What.. | push the unlocked door open; | mean, | could 
knock like a normal person, but whats the point really? As soon as | step inside my ears are assaulted by the 


sound of the TV and what sounds like Mark singing in the bathroom. 


"lve got crazy eyes for you, oh, yes, you know, you know, you know, you know I do because | love, love I love you, 


oh, so true ve got those crazy eyes for you.” 


| walk around a coat hanger serving as a room divider and peek into the living room to find two people, neither 
of whom is Lukin either. They don't seem to notice me though, too preoccupied with their heated discussion 
about something, but then the one with a crazy fro in the making glances up and takes a double look at me. 
"Hi" | lift my hand in a sort of salutation to Buzz Osborne, and then Kim Thayil looks up as well, but before any 


of us can say anything the bathroom door behind me opens and | turn around. 
"What the hell are you singing?" | blurt out as Mark stops in front of me. 
‘Its a song, Novak." He explains, but | guess | still look somehow baffled, which | kind of am, since 50s rockabilly 


isn't exactly the type of stuff I'd have expected from Mark. But then again, it's kinda nice to know what | 


assumed isn't true. "Okay, look, mummy and daddy didn't let me listen to devil's music, so | got some catching 


up to do, still. Next on the list is this band called the Beatles. What a whacky name, right?!" Mark exclaims with 


over-the-top amazement reflected in his grinning face. 

"Anyway. Why did you steal my laundry?" 

"To get you to come here, naturally. | needed to see you." 

"You..couldn't just take three steps across the hallway and knock on our door?" 

"| don't know when you're home and when you're not." He waves me off impatiently and walks around me 
towards the middle of the living room, where Buzz and Kim are back to discussing whatever it was that | 
unwittingly interrupted. "Steve left you a little somethin." Mark grabs two big flat square things from the 
couch and holds them out for met. 

Just like Steve had promised me some time ago, one of them is a feedtime seven inch and the other one 
seems to be an LP and it has a picture of a pig with a strawberry on its head on the cover and ‘The Damnea' 
written above it. It's one of the bands that Steve and | talked about and | told him | never really got into them, 
so | guess that's his attempt at fixing that. Nice. As | examine the two records Mark breathes out a nasal 
laugh and my eyes dart at him. 

"What?" 


He lifts up the front of his sweater to reveal a black Confusion Is Sex t shirt - exactly like the one l'm 
wearing under my unbuttoned jacket. "How embarrassing.’ 


"Extremely! So what are you guys up to?" 

"| don't know, they just showed up uninvited, they do that sometimes." 

"Hmm that's weird, there's this bunch of people that sometimes come to our apartment uninvited too." 
"Hmm. You probably need to start locking the door." Mark advises me with a very serious face, making me 
laugh. Maybe at some point I'll get tired of him and the other guys, but so far I'm okay with their existence 
intertwining with mine. "You know how it is, you leave the door open and next thing you know, you end up ina 
bathtub with seven other people." 

| can't say I've ever found myself in that situation, but thanks, I'll be more careful from now on" 

"What about you?" 


"What about me?" | raise my eyebrows. 


"What are you up to, Novak?" 


"| just.almost got home from work: 

"What's that?" He points at a black faux leather journal sticking out of my tote bag, 

"That's a notebook, Mark. Its for writing things down and stuff, one of humarkind's greatest inventions.” 
"So is that your thing? Writing things down? What kind of things exactly?" 


"Just things. Thoughts, ideas..you know, things. I'm sure you're familiar with that general process, what with 


your sliding in and out of Grace." 

"What are you implying?" Mark's lips slowly stretch into a grin 

"Nothing, I'm just an adoring fan of your poetry." 

"Well | didn't major in English for nothing." 

"Same." 

"So are you gonna be a published author one day?" 

"Nah." | clumsily push the notebook deeper into the bag while clutching my sweater and the two records to my 
chest. | like to write, | think | need to write mostly, but I'm never proud of it enough to trick myself into 
thinking | could actually do this for a living. 

"Nah?" 

"Maybe one day when I'm as meticulous with words as you are." 

"Did you say meticulous?" Buzz looks up at me all of a sudden as if that was a magic word meant to wake him 
up from his thousand year nap. "Now that's a word, meticulous. That's a word you don't hear enough." He 
points a finger at Kim, so I'll assume that has to do with their conversation. 

"You're clearly hanging out with peasants. | hear that word three times a day." Kim remarks nonchalantly and 
grabs himself a slice of pizza from a box that looks like its been sitting on the coffee table for a long while, 
judging by how the grease has penetrated and coloured the carton. Just as he's about to take a bite his hand 
freezes and he looks at me, motioning his hand at the box. "Pizza?" 


"No, thanks." 


"What are you, deting’" Buzz eyes me. 


"Nah, | just don't eat meat." 
"Ah... If vegetarians eat vegetables, what do humanitarians eat?" 
Vegetarian jokes, now that's totally new and original. "Funny." 


"| mean, | think if you take one look at me, | better have a great sense of humour, you know." Buzz cackles at 
his own words, and | can't help but laugh at him too. 


"There's that fly again" Kim mumbles waving his free hand around as he stares into a moving dot in the air 


around him. 


"Did you ever notice how flies get trapped in your house and then they just keep getting fatter and slower, 
what's up with that?" Mark wonders out loud as he grabs the remote and zaps through a couple of channels 
before leaving Family Feud on "Human babies!" 


At first | give Mark a confused look as he takes a step backwards and sits down next to Kim, but then | turn 
to face the TV, assuming he's shouting an answer to a question that the host had asked.. Name something 
you're never supposed to put in the microwave? Well, to be fair, that is a pretty good answer, but | don't 
think he'd get any points for it. 

"Tin foil hats." Kim gives his answer while chewing a piece of pizza 


“Shotguns, probably." Buzz shrugs and then they all look up at me. 


"Umm." | step over to the couch, still hugging the records and my sweater to my chest, and sit down on the 


armrest, since there's not much more room on it. "Musicians?" 


* * * 


"Lizzy, can you show the water guy where all the coolers are? They sent this new kid and | am already falling 


behind, | have so much stuff to do" One of my supervisors pokes her head into the staff room. 


‘Of course!" | nod while making sure | didn't misbutton my dark red vest. You'd think housekeeping would get 
cuter outfits, like those slutty maid Halloween costumes or something, but no. | have to wear a shirt and a 


vest that looks like someone's grandpa was buried in. 
“Thanks. He's at the back door in the kitchen, | told him someone would come get him." 
| stop to chat with a couple of my co-workers on my way there, just for a few minutes, dreading the moment 


when I'll actually reach the kitchen and be swallowed by a humid cloud bubbling from all sorts of pots and 
pans, instantly making me smell like a kebab shop. That's the one thing | really don't like about getting shifts in 


the hotel restaurant, because other than that | enjoy waiting on tables way more than cleaning rooms. | get to 


talk to people and it's just way more interesting. 


| swing the kitchen door open and dive in no more than fifteen minutes after I've been told to come here. It's 
like an ant farm in here since everyone's rushing to prepare everything for lunch in time, so | manoeuvre 
around things and people and make my way towards the back door, but | don't see any guy or anyone waiting 
there at all. | push it open letting in a gush of cool air and step outside where | find a guy standing around 
smoking. He's got his back turned to me, so the first thing | see is his long blonde hair pulled back into a 
ponytail and stuck out through the loop in his blue ball cap as he lifts one foot and crushes the cigarette butt 
against the sole of his boot before tossing it aside. 


"Hey, l'm supposed-Jerry? Hil" 


The lanky guitarist pulls his lips into a grin as soon as he turns around and both our eyes register each 


other's faces. "Hey, Lizzy." 
"| didn't know you're the water guy now?" 


"Apparently | am." He lifts his arms and motions his hands at himself to give me a better look at his uniform 
consisting of his usual cowboy boots and jeans with the addition of a dark blue polo shirt that has the 


company's logo on it. "So are you gonna show me around?" 
pany $ og you g 


"Surel" | turn around to go back inside, tugging at the hem of my vest, fully aware that the last time | saw 
Jerry it was that disastrous night with gum in my hair and me falling for that stupid prank with elbows and 
boobs. | still can't believe | fell for that, but | guess the fact that Jerry's a pretty cute guy helps the pain of 


embarrassment a little. 


"So how've you been? Haven't seen you in a while." Jerry grabs the handles of a cart with five gallon water 
bottles stacked on it and | hold the door for him as he pushes it inside. "Actually, haven't seen that much of 
Mike either. How's he?" 


We both crack up at Jerry's joke, because Mike still really does spend a lot of time at our place, especially 
since Gwen only works evenings and nights so she has her days free for hanging out with her friends and him. 
She told me about this bet they had last week, and | was sure she'd want to punish Mike somehow for winning, 
but | guess she likes him more than | thought. | mean, she does talk about it, she's told me how good and 
excited he makes her feel, but she has this sort of tough exterior that goes with it so you can never be 
quite sure to what extent her feelings go. 


"He's alright, he's being taken good care of" 
"And you?" 


"Oh I'm great. Well, apart from the fact that its Monday." 


"Yeah, Mondays do suck when you actually have a job, huh..." Jerry follows me into an elevator as we continue 


to chat and | mentally go through all the water coolers on each floor. 

| had a pretty good weekend though." 

"Did you have a hot date?" He wiggles his blonde eyebrows making me giggle. 

"| did. Well, not really hot, but he was still pretty cute. And he took me out to this fancy restaurant, so | have 


nothing to complain about. | don't think I'm gonna see him again though." | add right when the elevator bell clinks 


once announcing our arrival and the doors open. 

"Not that great in bed?" 

"Jerry!" | gently slap his arm and he gives me a childishly mischievous smile and a shrug. "| wouldn't know 
about that, but | just don't think we clicked. He's a friend of a friend so | thought I'd give it a go but I'm not 
that attracted to him in all honesty." 

"Fair enough." 

"What about you?" 

"Did | go out with a cute guy on the weekend? Nah." 

"No, silly, what about you and girls?" 

"Nah, | don't really go on dates." Jerry stops the cart at the first cooler and begins to carefully unload one 
bottle to put it in the place of an empty one. "There's this girl.. But she moved to Colorado so we're trying to 
figure things out, you know." 

"Oh, that must suck. | mean, not being able to see your girlfriend” 

"Yeah, it does sometimes.” 


"What's she like?" 


Jerry freezes for a second while hugging one of the full bottles so tightly that his knuckles are white. "Her 


name's Dee..Diane. Have you ever seen The Last Picture Show?" 
"Yeah." 


"She kinda looks like Jacy. Dee's really cool, she's..smart and fun, and all that good stuff, but she got into 
college so that's why she left" 


"Have you ever considered following her there?" 
"| dont know that | would want to do that. Everyone | know is here, all of my friends, my band..and they're my 
family. | probably wouldn't know how to survive without them" Jerry adds with a chuckle, placing the new 
bottle on the cooler. 

"| get that. | still miss everyone back in New York" 

"You're from New York 

"Yeah. | moved to Seattle for school too actually" 

"So are you gonna go back?" 

'No, not right now, at least. | feel like | should be here now" 


"But what about missing everyone?" 


I'm on the phone a lot, especially with my mom, and talking to her always makes me feel better when I'm sad 


about it" 


"That's good" Jerry remarks and grabs the handles of the cart again waiting for me to lead the way. Maybe 
it's just me, but that sounded kind of cold all of a sudden. 


"I know some people think it's dumb that l'm still so close with my mom, but she's like my best friend" 


"| don't think it's dumb, | always stayed close with my mom. Like..why wouldn't you?" He punctuates his words 
with a short laugh. 


"Where does your mom live? Is she in Seattle?" 

"Um... She passed away last year, actually." Jerry says as we stop in front of the elevator again. Shit. 
‘lm so sorry.” 

"Its okay. | mean, its not okay, but its not your fault, so...” 


"Yeah, but | mean.. I'm sorry you had to go through that. | didn't mean to bring it up... | can't even imagine 


ever losing my mom, it would destroy me..." 


We both fall silent as we wait for the damn elevator to get to our floor, and | wish the Earth would open up 


and swallow me right now. | couldn't have known, but now | feel so bad.. And | can feel all this pain and sadness 


coming from Jerry at the mention of it. He's probably trying to forget, and here | am blabbering about my 
mom and all.. | keep my eyes glued to the elevator button as we wait in silence and it feels like years are 


passing by like that. 


"Wow, you really get to know people when you work together, huh?" Jerry quips all of a sudden and makes us 
both chuckle again 


"| still feel so terrible..." 


"Don't worry about it, really." He pushes the cart into the elevator that finally arrived and puts his elbows on 
the handles kind of leaning on them. "Now it's your turn to reveal something shocking about your life." 


"| don't really—" 


"l'm joking, I'm joking... I'll have time to pull information out of you later, since | guess I'm stuck with this job 


for a while." Jerry winks at me. 

I'm not gonna be your tour guide forever, babe, you know. You'll have to memorise the hotel plan yourself" 
"Sure thing, ma'am. We'll still probably have accidental secret dates, my hopes lie in that possibility." 

"Okay then, I'll try to have something shocking ready each time." 


"Wonderful. You know, it's pretty cool to run into you here. So far I've only worked with obnoxious assholes, so 


this is a nice change." 
“There's a lot of cool guys down in the kitchen, you'll see." 


| end up showing Jerry around which takes quite a while. Turns out he got the job because he really 
desperately needs money, so | guess that explains why he's planning on sticking to it for a while. 


He actually is a really cool guy, it's like there's not a single quiet minute between us, because when he's not 
talking he's a great listener. It's funny how things work out like that, it could have been anyone in Seattle but it 
just so happened to be my best friend's boyfriend's bandmate that got the job, and today of all days too. If 
only things in my romantic life worked this smoothly ha ha Eh | guess I'll just have to be patient: 


ll party planners and the lost pedal 


| drag my half dead body up the stairs, since the last thing I'd want to happen right now is me getting stuck in 
the piss smell infused elevator. | can already hear the sound of my head hitting the pillow, even through all the 
buzz still ringing in my ears after a shift at Rock Candy. It's been a long night and | had to stay after hours, 
but the bright side is that we can drink whatever we want from the bar while we're cleaning up, and | really 
feel like | needed that cold Corona to wake me up enough for me to get home. 

| fish my keys out of my bag but when | try to unlock the apartment door | find out that it's unlocked 
Goddamnit, Kat. It has to be her, she's the only one who for whatever reason thinks there's no need to do 


something so mundane as locking the door at night. Or ever. 


| push the door open and step into our apartment, and as if on cue someone flicks the lights on, revealing Matt 
Lukin in our kitchen, clutching the wind chime that Kat hung above the stove. 


"Are you actually unironically asking me that?" Kat's voice makes me look over at her, hugging herself and 


glaring at Matt from her bedroom doorway. 
"What's he asking you?" | point at Matt who's mumbling a string of apologies laced with cuss words. 


"Lukin seems to be under the impression that he glides through life without making a single sound like a fucking 
ghost" 


"Did he wake you?" 
"Not exactly..| was in the process of falling asleep." 


"Hey, why are these chocolates half eaten?" Matt has conjured a box of chocolates from one of the cupboards 


and holds it up for us to see its contents - almost every single piece has teeth marks on it. 
"That's how Kat eats, kind of like an actual cat" | explain. 


"Okay, for the millionth time, | just want to see what flavours they are, and then if they're good | keep the 
other half for later, and if they're awful | don't have to eat the whole thing." 


"They have the flavours listed on the bottom of the box, you can just pick it up and read it” 
"Well where's the fun in that?" Kat flails her arms as if | just said something offensively dumb. 


"Do you girls have any alcohol??" 


| leave Kat and Matt with his endless questions and requests and make my way to the bathroom to pee out 
the beer. What do | have planned for tomorrow.. Hmm. Nothing! Tomorrow's Monday, so l'm free to sleep until 
dinner, fuck yes! | wonder what Mike's gonna be up to tomorrow though. Sometimes | really can't stand how 
often | think about him, because | know he takes pride and pleasure in feeling like he's the best fucking thing 
since sliced bread in my life. But he's not too far off. Do | wish he was more domestic, more boyfriend-y 
sometimes? Yeah. But nobody's perfect. And | think I've grown to have enough trust in him to feel like this 
might actually last. | guess that's a really narcissistic thing to admit but | love how much alike him and | are, 


and | think that's part of why | trust him. 


| use the toilet, wash my face, brush my teeth, and emerge from the bathroom to find Kat and Matt still in 
the living room, only now he's making himself comfortable on the couch in front of the TV, and Lizzy's standing 
in her doorway too. "Oh, you're back." She greets me with a sleepy smile and steps past me to get into the 
bathroom. When | return my attention to Matt and Kat, | can still see this pleased look on Matt's face, which 
has to be a reaction to Lizzy's sleeping attire - short shorts and a tank top. Although to be fair those shorts 
totally look like a diaper, so | don't know what he's so pleased about. 


"This total stranger with dirty hair knocks on my door one night, and..a month and a half later | hand him my 
booze and let him watch my TV on my couch all night. What am | doing with my life, Lukin?" Kat mumbles 


already turning to go back into her bedroom. 
"Yeah, l'm kinda interested to hear the answer to that question too." 
"Come on, do you guys not trust me?" 


"I do. And that's what scares me. Just keep it down, okay?" Kat instructs him, whereas I'm not so sure that | 


have much trust in this particular musician. 
"Don't worry, | enjoy porn without sound just as much." 


Matt's words draw a loud laugh out of me, and Kat as well, apparently, and a second later Lizzy reappears. So 
this is our life now, | guess. Full house, at 4am too. | never really expected to just magically have my shit 
together all of a sudden as soon as | graduated, but | never dreamt that the beginning of my adult life would 
feel more like the freshman year of college than anything else. | sometimes give into this panic, | mean like, 
what if its now or never? What if the rest of my life depends on what | do now? Ugh not the greatest topic 
to contemplate in the middle of the night.. 


"Hey, are you going to bed now?" Lizzy puts her hand on my forearm and this time she looks way more awake 


than just a minute ago. 
"| was planning to." 


‘Oh. You know, | was just thinking about my birthday. There's just a month left and | figured if | wanna do 
something | should start planning now, and | was thinking about just having a party here, you know." 


"That's great, Lizzy." | can feel my feet dragging along the floor as | walk into my bedroom and she follows me 
closing the door behind. So | guess we're having that birthday talk now. 


"Luckily, it's gonna be Friday, so me, Eva, and Kat need to make sure we don't take any shifts for Saturday 
morning and you have to ask for that one Friday night off" She goes on as | kick off my shoes and start 
changing into pyjamas. 


"Yeah, | can do that." 


"How many people do you think | should invite? | feel like our place is decently sized now so | can probably be 


pretty liberal about that, right?" 
"Yeah, but don't just invite everyone. Don't start inviting people you don't like just because you can" 


"Yeah, sure, sure. But like I'm going to invite Mike for sure, so | guess | should invite the other guys from the 
band too?" Lizzy plops down on my bed while | keep nodding and 'mhmm'ing. "I don't really know either Sean or 
Layne that well, but | still think itd be nice to invite them. I'll just tell Jerry to tell them, whenever | see him. | 
mean, I've not seen him this whole week since Monday, but I'm sure I'll run into him. Or you could just tell Mike 
that they're all invited. And then | guess same goes for Mark and Matt and the others, right? | have to invit- 
Oh wait, they're gonna be on tour, right? | think Kat said they're gonna be gone the whole November. Anyway, 
then there's some other people at work that | get along with and some people from college, like only the ones 
that | still hang out with. | don't know if | should invite any of our ex's though?" Lizzy goes on without even 
looking at me as | get under the covers and turn the lamp on my nightstand off, as if she's talking to herself. 
"| mean, | don't think Kat would be happy about seeing Will here, and I've not talked to him in ages, so | guess | 
don't have to invite him, right? Same goes for all of Eva's hook-ups." Lizzy giggles to herself, and | would too if 
| wasn't so tired. It's kind of an inside joke that the four of us have, because Eva has to be some sort of 
champion of one night stands, and she has some real crazy stories too. Her luck with guys tends to be less 
than ideal, it's just funny in itself. "Wow. | guess I'll have to make a list, there's no way I'm gonna remember 
everyone. And its gonna be BYOB, of course. I'll buy some liquor but I'm not a millionaire. | was also thinking 
maybe | should have a theme, like 20s flappers and dappers or something, or at least decorate the apartment 
somehow, maybe some balloons..monkeys hanging from the ceiling..fountain of luck.. twinkle, twinkle, little star." 


Did she just.. Oh, | must have dozed off. Sorry, Lizzy, but l'm only human. | roll on my side as she continues to 
talk about..l'm sure | heard the words ‘breakable’ and ‘safety’ somewhere in there. Am | still going to be with 
Mike in a month? That can be a long time sometimes, who knows what might happen in the meanwhile. Ugh all 
this overthinking is starting to get real boring, but | can't help being a woman. | should just..concentrate on.. 
here and now.. And here and now is nice and good, | have nothing to complain about. Well, maybe | do, but it's 
just little things. Me and Mike, we're fine now, | feel really good when I'm with him and he seems like he's really 


trying, sometimes. Just here and now..so, sleep. 


* eK 


‘It truly warms my stone cold heart that you guys take care of Matt like he's your own" | press a hand to 
my chest for emphasis and Kat snorts at me while picking through a plastic container of someone's leftover 
salad, only taking red pepper straws and shoving them into her mouth. 


"I'm sure you would do the same for me. In fact, l'm sure you will end up needing to at some point.” 


| solemnly scratch my chin, silently philosophising on the likelihood of Katie breaking into my apartment in the 
middle of the night and watching porn on my couch. "We'll see how that goes." 


"Don't be a-Why are you barefoot, Mark Arm?" 

"Ah, couldn't find any socks." 

"Couldn't find shoes either?" 

"Shoes without socks? Gross, Novak. Do you even have any idea how unsanitary that is?" 
"I mean.. Yeah, but you can make exceptions sometimes." 

"Hygiene has no exceptions." 

"Says the guy who used to stuff dead fish down his pants for fun" 

"Excuse you, that's for shock value. It's called art, but you wouldn't understand" 


"Is that for shock value as well?" She points at me dipping a piece of red pepper into a paper bag of sugar 
sitting on the countertop. 


"Hmm no, that's for my own enjoyment. It's this whole experience. Cold feet." | wiggle my toes not lifting my 
feet from the icy tiles. "Crunchy pepper, and the sweetness of sugar. You should try it sometime." 


‘lm more of a fries dipped in milkshake type of girl, actually.” 

"Ew, you're the grossest person I've ever met, Novak." 

"Stronzo." 

"Swearing in Italian doesn't make you any fancier. You're still gross." 
"Hijo de puta." 


"Same goes for Spanish." 


"Kurwa." 
"What now?" 


"Aha!" Kat laughs out triumphantly while looking for something in the kitchen drawers. "| know my bad words, 


Mark Arm. In fact | can cuss you out in six languages, more or less." 
"Six? | call bullshit” 


"| don't care if you believe me. Anyway, Lukin actually finished my whiskey and there was like half a bottle left, 


so you can tell him he owes me. I'm no Mother Theresa, mate." 

"Ha-HA. Yeah, good luck with that." 

Kat mumbles something in response but | get distracted by the apartment door opening with a bang as if 
someore's forgot their keys and tried using a battering ram instead. And in storms Eva. She glances at us and 
says a quick ‘hi' on her way to her room which leaves me with this vague feeling as though | did something 
wrong just by existing. 

"What's up with her?" 


"Jeff Ament, | guess. Or she's just tired. It's either one or the other lately." 


"Huh. Jeff does talk about Jane's Addiction a lot, | guess that could give you some serious anger issues after a 


while." 

"Right, thats why Green River disbanded. 

"Precisely, my gross Novak" 

‘Oh, you're here again" Gwen walks out of her room. 

"Lovely to see you too, Gwen" 

"Yeah, yeah. You're gonna have to start paying the rent soon" 

"Sure, and Kat can pay for my apartment." | motion at the redhead. Let's be honest, | may sometimes 
accidentally end up at their place, because | mean..free food, good company, sometimes... But Katie Novak is like 


that fat fly in my apartment..except she's not a fly and not fat, but the concept is there..somewhere. 


‘I've been to your place like four and a half times times." She protests while Gwen's already moved on to 


looking for food. 


"And this is like the third time l'm here." 

"Try thirtieth. 

"Semantics." 

"Hey, where is my chocolate bar?" Gwen steers the conversation to what really matters and Kat shrugs, as do 
|. Ive not stolen any chocolate lately. Actually, | don't even like chocolate that much. "I bought a chocolate bar 
with hazelnuts two days ago, I've not even opened it" 

"Gwen, | didn't take it, I've not even seen it" Kat rids herself of any affiliation with the stolen chocolate bar. 
"Well... Someone did" 

| swear on my mother's life it wasn't me." | hold up one hand. 


"Seriously, what the hell." Gwen walks back to her room all disgruntled and vengeful, probably. 


"Are you all on your period, Novak? | heard chicks synchronise, is that what's happening here? It's probably 


way more intense too, right? Tss man, biology...” 


"Yes, Mark, anytime a chick is not being all rainbows and sunshine it must be it. Ah, we women are just so 


primitive." 

"Ahal | detect sarcasm" 

"Congrats. You want any coffee?" Kat grabs a bag of filters from a shelf above the coffee maker. 
"| don't drink coffee. | never got into that ugly habit." 

The most genuine gasp of horror comes out of her as she stares at me. "Seriously?" 

"Yop" 


"| mean... | guess.." She hangs her head dramatically and shakes it a little before taking a deep breath and 
looking up at me again "I don't eat meat, you don't drink coffee, we make half a straight edger already." 


"Hang in there, Novak, you're taking this well” 


Kat pats herself on the shoulder and | chuckle and grab another piece of red pepper before making my way to 
the couch to see if there's anything good on TV. Today kinda felt weird right off the bat so | figure there's no 
point in trying to pretend to be a productive member of society. Actually, | feel like I'm either very jittery or 

half asleep these days, which | blame on the fact that we're leaving on tour next week. | don't suppose it's 


gonna be any different from anything I've done before, but it is Mudhoney’s first one, so I'm entitled to feel all 
proud like a suburban dad. Or like suburban dad's black sheep of a son. Who am | kidding, Steve is clearly the 
dad in the band. 

"Hey, Mark." 

| lift my face and then my hand to greet Lizzy. "How's it going?" 

"Pretty good. | was working in the restaurant today so | brought some leftovers, feel free to help yourself.” 
She drops a plastic bag with at least two foam containers inside on the end of the couch. "What about you? 
What are you up to?" 

"We were just." | look over to the kitchenette but Kat's not there, so my next best guess is the bathroom. 
‘Oh you know, just chillin’, not eating anyone's chocolate, not vandalising anyone's property, being a good 


Christian.” 


Lizzy's eyebrows dip over her eyes momentarily as she sits down to take her shoes off. "That's nice. Did you 


know Matt stayed the night here?" 

"Yep" 

"Did he forget his key again?" 

"Actually, Danny stole his key. But yeah, sure." 

"Oh... So your apartment's kind of like a perpetual open house too, huh?" 

"That's why | spend so much time here. | want nothing to do with the orgies that go on across the hallway." 
"What about your girlfriend?" 

"Who?" | don't know why | just asked that, | know she means Kristi. It couldn't be anyone else. 
"The blonde girl? Is she not your girlfriend?" 

"Um, what about her?" 

"Does she have your apartment key?" 

"Ew, why would | give my key to a girl?" 


Lizzy grimaces a little again, which just fills my soul with happiness. "What's her name?" 


"Kristine's? Kristine." 

"That's a pretty name. Why didn't you introduce us when | ran into the two of you?" 
"You don't want to know her, | just wanted to be nice and spare you." 

"Why do you think that?" 

‘Now you're just tryna open some weird can of worms." 

"She seemed like a nice person" 

"She's not" 

"Should you really be saying that about your girlfriend?" 


"Hey, | object! | never admitted to her being my girlfriend" | guess that's what some girls do, they pry and ask 
questions, but come onnnn. What does Lizzy even care what | say about Kristi or what kind of keys she has. 
Its not even a remotely interesting topic, its like the opposite of anything actually interesting that we could be 
discussing right now, like the ecosystems of the coral reef. 


‘Oh you're one of those guys who get all weird about things like that? | don't get it, | don't understand why 
men have to be like that" 


| don't really know what to say, nor do | want to keep this conversation going, so | just give Lizzy an 
exaggerated shrug and pray for Kat to come back and end this. Hey, there's a decent human being - Kat. She 
usually doesn't talk much if she doesn't have something to say, doesn't have a million stupid questions, doesn't 
disapprove of my humour.. She seems to be the only girl resistant to this collective menstrual cycle that's 


taking over this apartment, now that's a friend you want to keep. 
"I know you'll be gone but Kristine should come to my party next month. I'd love to actually meet her." 


"You're having a party without me?" | pretend to be offended and also cleverly dodge the topic of Kristi, if | 
may say so myself. Now why would | want to contaminate the one place where | know I'll definitely not run into 
her?? It's healthy to have your own space, that's what girls and guys need to not slit each other's throat. All 
that crap about men and women being from different planets, well that's just a stupider hippie-~er way of 
saying what everyone already knows - sex is the only thing that really unites the humankind. 


Actually, any remotely sexual or romantic interaction between men and women is a pure accident, a mishap, an 
abomination. Take me and Kristi; we accidentally hooked up one night when | was very drunk and she was very 
pissed at her then boyfriend who was transitioning to becoming her ex. A total accident. | could have had 
another drink and passed out before Kristi ever said hi to me, and none of that would have happened. But the 
world is a strange place with lots of freaks and coincidences, so the next time | thought it's safer to hook up 


with her again to lessen the chances of contracting any potential new STDs, and then it just sort of spiralled 
out of control, and next thing | know she's asking if | want to be with her. | told her | am with her, since | was 
right in the middle of being with her at the time of asking, but she wanted to know if | want to be with her. 
Girls like her are like poison that slowly sucks the life out of you and leaves you all shrivelled up and dry. Ha 


"Yeah, it's my birthday." 

‘Oh well happy birthday, Lizzy." 

Its not my birthday today." 

"Well then why did you just say its your birthday?" 

| mean.. It's gonna be my birthday next month." 

"Hey, Arm, can you give Steve back his records?" Kat finally shows up again, apparently she was in Eva's room 
this whole time. "Hey, Elizabeth. Anyway, it's been like ten days, | don't want him to sneak into my room and 
murder me in my sleep one of these nights." 

"Sure." | jump up in double quick time and follow Kat into her room, which I'm more used to seeing through the 
skylight. | almost step on the contents of her bag that are for some reason scattered on the floor next to it 
instead of inside, and then a pungent incense smell punches me in the nose as gently as Muhammad Ali would. 
"| mean, he still might do that, but at least we'll know it's not because of the records." 

"Oh well that's reassuring.” She sits down on the floor by her bed and skims through a bunch of records 
leaned against the side of the cardboard box-night stand, looking for Steve's stuff | guess. | spot her guitar 
plugged into an amp so of course, | go straight for it. | turn the volume up a little and start playing the first 
thing that comes to mind, which happens to be You Stupid Asshole, possibly my favorite love song ever. Kat's 
got a couple of pedals plugged in too, one's an ancient Big Muff but | have no idea what the other one is, so 
naturally | tap its button with my foot. 

"Woah!" 


"Pretty radical, huh?" Kat mumbles a response to my reaction. 


"Where did you get this from?" | keep strumming the dark blue Jazzmaster because | never want that 
distorted gravely wail to stop. 


"My friend Julian is into engineering and music so he makes stuff." 
"Never stop being friends with Julian, that's probably the best piece of advice I'll ever give to you." 


"Duly noted" 


"Hey, you think | could borrow this?" | gently nudge the pedal with all the love that | can muster in the big toe 
of my right foot. 


"Okay, first of all, stop rubbing your fungi ridden toes on it." 

"Take that back right now, my feet are healthy and beautiful." 

"Still. I'll feel more comfortable." 

"Okay, I'll wear my dog shit ridden shoes next time. So can | borrow the pedal?" 

"Hmm..." 

"Come on, Novak. Steve trusted you with his precious records, this is the least you could do." 

‘Its not mine, so I'll actually murder you if you break it or damage it in any way." 

‘Oka-Wait, so if it was yours | could just break it and get away with it?" 

Kat pulls her shoulders into a shrug and holds up two records for me. "I hate disappointing people.” 
"You're a people too." 

"But I'm tough, | could handle it." 

"You're a weirdo is what you are. So? Can | have it?" 

"You can borrow it" 

"That's what | said" | wave her off, already unplugging the pedal. 

"Oh so now you're just gonna ditch me." 

"Yep" 

‘Kinda rude but l'm kinda tired of you anyway." 

"Ouch. Sticks and stones, Novak, sticks and stones." 

‘| was gonna do some tipsy baking tonight, tipsy baking is the best and | don't need you hanging around for it" 


‘Oh nice, so I'll drop by tomorrow then" 


Kat sighs and rolls her eyes, although at this point l'm pretty sure it's just for show. "Okay, have fun, don't 


break the pedal, you're welcome." 


| leap over back to her from the doorway and clumsily pat her on the head with Steve's records and add a 


prolonged ‘thank you, Katie," at which she gives me the most plastic close-mouthed smile known to humankind. 
eX 

"Here he is, the sunshine of our lives." 

Stone's voice is often my least favorite thing in the world but I'm in a pretty good mood today, enough so that 
| can actually just ignore him. | drop my backpack on the floor by Bruce's amp and grab my bass out of its 


case. 


"No scones today?" Greg gawks at me from behind his drum kit as though it's my actual responsibility to 
bring him food every time we rehearse. 


| throw my arms out in a shrug and mirror his look "Dude" 

"You could have brought us something” 

"| can't just take food from the café when my shift ends in the middle of the day." 
"Im sure you could if you really wanted to" Bruce flashes me a stupid grin 

"Im not a thief" 

"You could call it borrowing. 

"| enjoy the prospect of me not getting fired for borrowing’ 


“Speaking of, how's Eva doing?" Stone plugs himself back into this parade of idiots, but it doesn't really faze me 
that much. 


To be honest | don't even care that Eva fucked up today and charged less for four coffees and donuts than 
she was supposed to; she had to pay the difference from her own pocket anyway and I've generally decided to 
just not give a shit about her, and it seems to be going pretty great so far. She's not my responsibility. l'm 
done defending her against clients, who may or may not be wrong about what they ordered, and I'm done 
chaperoning her and making sure that she does all that she's supposed to. She has one job, and sometimes it 
looks like she can't even handle that, so unless she's secretly an FBI agent and devotes every free minute she 


has to fighting organised crime, it's her own fault. 


"Stop pestering Jeff, everyone. Let's fuckin play!" Andy throws his hands up and claps them together, and so 
that's what we do. 


We're in the middle of playing, or rather trying to play, Half Ass Monkey Boy when the door of Stone's attic 
slash apartment flies open and the whole song sort of collapses one instrument at a time until it's just Greg 
still trying to hold the beat. "Phone! For you!" Stone's little sister marches up to him and holds out a cordless 
receiver. 

"Really? Now?" He looks down at her annoyed. 


"He says it's important, its about some bakery place." The girl squeals with the same commanding tone. 


What bakery place? The other guys must be just as clueless about it because we all exchange vaguely 
interested looks and shrugs as Stone walks out to take the call 


"So I'm thinking we should start looking into + shirt designs. | think Heather could get us a pretty good deal on 


plain tees to print them on so we need to decide on something." 


‘| want stars! There has to be stars." Andy exclaims with way more enthusiasm than | was prepared for, 


somehow, even though | kind of always expect him to be like that by default. 
"Okay, gotcha, I'll keep it in mind" 


"We could do like a square picture of us and Mother Love Bone written in bold letters across it, kinda like that 
Green River shirt. That looked cool" Bruce just sort of throws the idea out there. 


lm not sure about that. Like it's not that hard to think of something totally new." 
"Yeah, new is better." Greg mumbles getting up from behind his kit and goes to light a cigarette. 


"Either way, we trust you to come up with something, Jeff" Andy puffs out his chest and gives me a big 


smile. 

"What's this bakery stuff all about?" 

For a second | wonder what the hell Bruce is talking about but then | turn around and see Stone come back in. 
Well that was quick. But yeah, I'm pretty curious too. Just the fact that none of us know anything about it 
makes it even more intriguing. 


"IFs a job..thing. Are we gonna play?" Stone waves it off and looks at all of us nothing short of demandingly. 


"Yes! But | need to make a phone call first." Andy announces and strides out the door. | love how nonchalant 
but at the same time almost solemn he is about calling his dealer. But he's like that about everything, 


strutting around with unmistakeable pride in his step as though he owns the place. Which he often does. Not 
literally, but kind of..emotionally, | guess. 


"What job thing?" 

"A job at a bakery thing, Ames." 

"Quit being a fucking smartass, Stone." 

| can practically see him swallow down a sarcastic remark before he opens his mouth again. "I ran into this guy 
| know from school the other day. Basically, it just so happens that he works at this deli and bakery place and 
his boss' psycho girlfriend.. No offence." He quickly interjects shooting me a smirk. 


"None taken" Asshole. 


"His boss' psycho girlfriend just quit because he broke up with her, so they're looking for someone to replace 


her." 

"And? You're not trying to say you feel competent enough to have an actual job, Stone, are you?" 

"As long as you don't work at the same place, Jeffrey. | don't want to go through what Eva's going through." 
"Well if you're gonna be as good as she is at your job, then someone else is gonna give you shit for it, buddy." 


"She's not bad, you're just too needy. I've seen you pick on her." Stone stares at me nodding slowly like a bobble 
head in slow motion. 


"She's late a lot." 


"I think it's pretty reasonable to prioritize education over a temporary job at a café. | mean, if you're into that 
sorta thing." 


"What?" 

"Which part did you not get? Oh okay, well, education is this thing-" 

"What do you mean, education? She's out of college, isnt she?" 

"She's getting a master's degree, genius. Have you ever actually talked to the girl?" 
"How do you even know that?! 


"Because | listen to words with my brain?" 


"What's she mastering in? Being slow and late and rude to customers?" 
"Something like it. Biomedical sciences. Cancer stuff, you wouldn't understand." 


The same Eva who can't make a vegan latte right? Nah. | mean, I've heard she did something sciency in college 
but aren't you supposed to be like super smart for master's? Stone's gotta be shitting me, it wouldn't be 


unheard of after all. | bet he'd say anything at this point, just to get on my case about her. "Bullshit." 


"Let me paraphrase.. Let me quote the great Katie Novak.. Is your brain really so far up your ass that you'd 
seriously think Eva would study biomedicine for four years and sweat her ass off in a lab just to get a job at 


a café?" 


| need to remember to send Katie a thank you card for being a sarcastic asshole to Stone. The boy needs it 
sometimes. But Eva.. | mean its not that she's..dumb or anything, | guess, it just never occurred to me that 


she's this serious sciency type of person.. | guess. 


"Wipe that stupid stare off your face, Jeff. Its the 20" century, women are putting their middle fingers up 
and freeing themselves from the chains of patriarchy, deal with it. If Joan Jett can kick hundreds of thousands 
of asses with a Melody Maker, then Eva can be a scientist. Girl power!" 


"Tss shut up." | snort at Stone's attempt at latching onto the first topic for one of his gratuitous stupid rants 
that he could think of. 


"Stoney's right." Andy speaks up a moment after coming back to the room. "Girls are getting back their power, 


these are the rimes we live in, Jeff." 

"Yeah!" Stone cackles like the dork that he is. "This is the future!" 
"Okay, you two, can we get back to the present and play?" 

"Wait, | think | need to retune my guitar." 


The rest of us all mumble something like ‘couldn't do it two minutes ago? in response to Bruce's words. This 
guy could never be a scientist, thats for sure. | think his brain's been fried like an egg by all the heavy duty 
drugs he's been playing with for years. But not the whole thing though, there's some untouched bits l'm sure. 
Bruce is a great musician and a great guy, just not very bright.. And me thinking that is literally no different 
than me pointing out Eva's mistakes, it's just a fact. | don't pick on her, contrary to Stone's belief. | mean, | 
might have been late for work once or twice too because we were rehearsing, but at least | don't slack off 
when I'm at the café. Besides, if she can't make time she should just take later shifts. And hey what's with 
her showing up like fifteen minutes early sometimes? It's not like that's gonna compensate for all the times 
she's been late, she clearly doesn't understand how time works. And she constantly has friends hanging out 
there and slowing her down with their non-stop chatting. And even when- 


"JEFFIe" 
"What?" 


"Wake the hell up. Are you ready?" Stone motions his hand at Bruce who's guitar is hanging around his 


shoulders again. 

"Yeah, sure." 

Greg doesn't even have time to come in with his kick drum when the door flies open again and Stone's sister 
bursts in holding the telephone receiver for the second time. Stone takes a step towards her looking all kinds of 
irritated, probably because his kid sibling is ruining his cool musician cred with her existence, but she slaps his 


outstretched arm away and walks up to me. "For you." 


"Me? Uh..." | take the telephone from her and pull my shoulders into a shrug in a kind of apology meant for 
the other guys. "Hello?" 


"Hey, babe." 

"Hey. What's up?" 

"Are you busy?" 

"Yeah, kinda..." 

"Look, | was thinking about Halloween costumes." Heather cuts me off, it's like she only asks me questions to 
hear her own voice sometimes. Which is fair, | guess, she has a great voice, as far as people's voices go. "| 
think we should go as a couple." 


"We are a couple." 


"No, Jeffy!" She giggles so loud that | can practically feel her breath against my ear. "We should dress up as a 


couple. You know, like do couple's costumes." 
"Like what?" 
"Like the Goblin King and Sarah?" 


"Ehm.." | mean, | do wear a lot of weird shit, some might say.. But there's a line and it stops short of having 
my bulge on display in grey tights. 


"Fred and Daphne?" 


| was actually thinking going as a skeleton. You know, paint my face and everything... 
"Well that's kinda boring, isn't it?" 
"Um, | don't know, | mean Halloween is about looking scary, so..” 


"Wendy and Peter Pan?" 


‘lm not gonna be Peter Pan!" | laugh out and immediately realise my mistake when | glance at Stone and see a 


shit eating grin materialise on his face. 
"Madonna and Freddie Mercury?" 
"That's not even a couple's costume. And it's not scary." 


‘Oh you're so boring. | wanna look good! If | wanted to look scary and ugly | would just let one of my friends do 
my makeup any day of the week." 


"Well | mean..." 

| ran into Demri today, she says Layne and the other guys are dressing up in bad TOs clothes." | have to hold 
in a chuckle; it's pretty fucking amazing how many people Heather dislikes, and yet she knows everyone and 
manages to stay on good terms with most. That's talent. "Now something like that is fun!" 


"lim kind of set on the skeleton though." 


"Okay then." Heather lets out this disappointed sigh that's probably supposed to make me feel bad and change 
my mind, but | will persevere. "Are we going to the party at Rock Candy or Colourbox?" 


"Well Bruce is still temporarily banned from Colourbox, so Rock Candy." 

"You don't have to not go to Colourbox just because Bruce can't go." 

"Yeah, but | don't really mind it. Rock Candy always throw awesome parties, so we're all gonna go there." | 
finish in a slightly more commanding tone when the guys’ complaints about me stopping the rehearsal get 
louder. 

"Okay then I'll see you tomorrow." 


"Wait, so what are you gonna be?" 


"A skeleton, | guess." 


"You don't have to-" 
"Or something cool, | haven't decided yet. Okay, babe, see ya later, love you." 
"Uh-huh, you too, babe." 


| hung up and toss the phone receiver on the couch just in time to catch the last moments of Andy 
impersonating Stone with a cowboy hat seated on his head before Stone snatches it. "How dare you, pencil dick” 


"Come on, it's hilarious, | looked just like you." Andy cackles and Stone flips him off with a big grin giving away 
his amusement. 


"Okay, can we play now? Peter Pan, you ready?" 

*** 

| smash my fist against Mark's apartment door like they do in movies instead of knocking in a civilised manner, 
and finally after about the tenth thump | hear footsteps on the other side and then see Mark's face with his 
dirty blonde hair sticking to his left cheek and his eyes squinting at the pretty dim light of the hallway - 
definite signs of an interrupted nap. 

"Can | help you?" He yawns out a question 

"Yeah, actually | need the pedal back." 

"The pe-Oh, the one your friend Julian made?" 


"Yep, that's the one and Julian wants it back." 


"Um, well | actually.." Another yawn. "Gave it to Steve. Well | mean | didn't really give it to him per se, he just 
sort of took it.. But I'm totally okay with that, | let Steve take things.. Not that | could prevent it... 


| feel like Mark's gonna go on and on about the intricacies of his relationship with Steve, so | flap my hand in 
the immediate vicinity of his mouth without actually touching it. "So where is it now?" 


"Steve? Who knows...” 


"Where's the pedal, you dumbass?" Ah, | love and cherish the natural evolution of friendships that leads to 


being able to insult them when no other words convey your point efficiently enough. 


"Steve's place, I'm assuming." 


"Is he home now?" 

"How would | know?" 

"Mark, | really need the pedal back." 

He does this little dance of hesitance, probably still hoping to extend his nap for a second, but then nods his 
head. "Okay, Novak, let's call Steve." Mark turns around and | follow him inside but he stops dead in his track 
before the door behind me closes all the way and | bump into him. "Oh." 


"Oh what?" 


"We can't call Steve, Novak" Mark turns back to face me and gently pushes me back with his hands on my 


shoulders to give us both some personal space back 

"Why not?" 

"Because Matt broke his phone two days ago” 

"Broke his.. What.. See, | knew | shouldnt have given you the damn pedal" 


"Hey, hey, / didn't do anything.” Mark holds up his palms and tries to get on my good side with a cheesy smile, 


which finally wipes traces sleep off his face. 
"Does Steve live far?" 


Mark lets out the longest, heaviest sigh, as if it's his actual life that's on the line here, and bends down to 


grab one of his sneakers. "We can walk there in half an hour if you don't stall." 


| told Julian I'd get the pedal back to him before work tomorrow, and of course | mentioned nothing about 
lending it to anyone, so | really wanna get it back as soon as possible. And god do | hope it's still in one piece 


and working. 


Mark almost leaves his apartment without his jacket on, which would have probably lead to gangrene and loss 

of limbs because its gotten really chilly lately, which is expected, it is after all almost the end of October. And 
the cool air clearly wakes him up when we get outside because he goes on a long rant about Rush as we walk 
side by side, from one circle of light cast by a street lamp to another. In fact, | don't think he even cares 


whether I'm listening or not, he'd probably still talk to himself if | wasn't there. 
"| mean, him dabbling with new wave bands... Kinda desperate, right?" 


"What?" 


"Are you even listening, Novak?" Mark bumps his shoulder against mine. Oh. 
"Yeah, yeah, desperate." 


"Oh fuck you." Mark chuckles at my attempt at responding and then we both turn around like a synchronised 


swimming team when the sound of skateboard wheels rolling against asphalt reaches us. 

"Steve!" | exclaim probably too enthusiastically and desperately at the same time and he stops in front of us. 
"Breathing some fresh air, you two? Or praying on victims?" 

"Both. Novak here needs the pedal back" 

Steve continues to stare at us with the same hint of a smile in his pleased face, probably his natural post- 
skating state, and when none of us say anything for a moment he becomes animated again. "Oh! Yeah... The 
pedal. Uhm... | don't have it." 

"What do you meon.. Is it at your place?" | ask and Steve shakes his head. 


"| left it at Kim's last night." 


| kinda want to laugh, just because this whole situation seems to be getting more and more ridiculous, but | 


kinda don't want to get murdered by the guy who trusted me with his precious pedal. "Kim Thayil's?" 
"Yep." 


| glance at Mark who's apparently lost all interest in all of this and is now having a stare off with a stray dog 


sitting by the entrance of the building to our right. "I kinda really need it back." 


"Just take a bus to his place, I'm pretty sure he's gonna be home. Like what else is he gonna be doing on a 


Thursday night?" 

That doesn't sound very assuring, but that's my best hope. Except | have no idea where Kim Thayil lives and | 
don't really feel comfortable barging into his place unannounced since we're not exactly best friends. Still, it's 
my best hope. 

"You're gonna make me go alone, aren't you?" 

"Yep." Steve grins at me. "You'll be fine, | have faith in you, Katie.” 


"| knew | shouldn't have given Mark the pedal." 


"At least no one broke it, unlike my phone.’ 


"Yeah, | heard about that. That's some pretty shady, dangerous friends we have right there." 


"Anyway... | just sort of left the pedal sitting there at Kim's and | only remembered today. | don't really have 


time tonight, but | can get it and drop it off at your place tomorrow sometime?" 
"Nah, Ill just go now." 

"Man, | kinda feel bad now’ 

"Eh it's alright. Just tell me how to get there and pray to god Kim's home" 


"Well, as a matter of fact, you're in luck, because there's a bus stop right here." Steve grabs his board and 
motions at a bus stop sign about twenty feet away from us with his free hand. 


“Turn that frown upside down!" Mark cackles returning his attention to us. For some reason | really like the 
fact that the only way he'd ever say that phrase is when he's being sarcastic. "Look, the bus will be here in 
nine minutes, we'll wait with you, see that you get on it safe and all" He announces after running up to the 


itinerary board and motions for me and Steve to pick up our pace as we walk towards him. 
"God, I'll miss you, guys. Whoever will take care of me while you're on tour?" 


"Hey, have you decided on your Halloween costume yet?" Steve nudges me with the end of his board ever so 
gently once we stop next to Mark to wait for the bus. Honestly, they're lucky I'm not busy and have time to 
go to Kim's and get the pedal. Not that I'm that busy in general, it's not like | have plans every single night, 
but still. But then on the other hand I'd rather be here right now than sit at home alone. 


"| don't know, I'm still deciding between a skeleton and Lydia from Beetlejuice." 
"Who's Lydia from Beetlejuice? Is that a band?" 


‘Its a movie, Mark." Steve informs his bandmate. "A pretty good one, you might actually like it. Not super 
amazing, but | feel it would cater to your taste." 


"Hey, what are you trying to say, Steve?" Mark balls his hands into fists and clownishly shakes them before 


Steve's face. 


We end up talking nonsense, as is usually the case, for the next eight minutes until my bus comes. On time 
too, which is a rare occurrence in this city. The guys give me instructions on where to get off, kind of pissing 
off the driver a little, since they act like overly worried moms that don't want to let go of their child, and | 


finally find myself a seat by the window once the bus starts moving. 


It's just a few stops; six, to be more precise. And as the bus drives through the darkened streets | feel a kind 
of tranquillity settle down in me. Honestly, there's not a lot of things that | love more than wandering around 
Seattle when it's dark, by foot or by bus, and especially during this time of year. | just wish I'd grabbed my 
Walkman. 


Apparently Kim lives in a cosy neighbourhood with a shitton of pretty small condos, each with probably three 
to four owners; but of course some look nicer than others. | get off the bus and check the number that I'd 
scribbled on my palm when Steve told me which house number | should look for, and start counting the ones 
on my right as | walk down the street. | kinda wish Mudhoneys were here for Halloween, | feel like it would be 
really fun. Or hey, | wish I'd met them sooner, like a few years sooner, then by this point in time | could 
probably convince them to dress up as the Addams family or something ridiculous like that. Then again, I've 
known Eva, Lizzy, and Greta for four years and they still refuse to do that. Hm. Note to self, | need friends 


who'll agree to dress up as the Addams family with me for next Halloween, 

| quickly scope out the front yard of Kim's condo; an old rusty bike in the middle of what probably once was a 
lush piece of lawn but now kind of resembles an abandoned movie graveyard, then a couple of kegs closer to 
the wall, and one of those cheap white plastic chairs. | walk up to the door and ring the doorbell not wasting 


another minute. 


"Um... Katie." Kim gives me this weirded out look when he opens the door and sees me, and the way he says 


my name sounds like something in between a greeting and a question. "What's up?" 


"Hey, so here's the thing, Steve borrowed my pedal and he said he left it at your place and | really need it 
back" 


"Oh, Steve left that here? | thought it was Chris" 
"Yeah, nope, it's actually my friend's. So can | just have it and be on my way?" 
"Well not really because | dropped it off at Chris’ place today." 


| hear the most ludicrous sigh come out of my mouth and my shoulders droop. "You have got to be fucking 
kidding me." 


"Tell you what, | can give you a lift, | was just gonna head out to that side of the city either way." 


No, | am not going to go to yet another place and then find out there’ no one home or that they sold the 
pedal, or something. I'd much rather just head back and swat Mark over his dumb head with a dirty sneaker. 


"Katie?" Kim stares at me with his huge brown eyes with his keys already in his hand and grabs his jacket 


from a hook that | can't see because of the door. 


"| mean, | don't know...” 


"Come on, he's home right now. | doubt he's gonna bother to actually return the pedal to anyone so you better 
go get it yourself" 


He's home. Kim sounds confident about that. Good. Okay. Let's go. Once we get into Kim's brown minivan he 
turns on the radio and cranks the volume up, which I'm frankly thankful for. | don't imagine that the two of us 
would have a fuckload to talk about, and music is always nice, so we both end up occasionally humming along or 
singing quietly for the rest of the ride. He drops me off in front of a nondescript house that | can't form an 
opinion on yet because its too dark and a couple of trees are partly obscuring the façade on top of that. 


Okay, l'm gonna go up there, explain the situation, get the pedal, and go home. For some reason this fairly 
simple plan seems a lot more..riveting since it involves Chris Cornell. | don't know why, but | really want him to 
like me. Not like ke me, but just think that I'm cool. And lets be honest, | always prefer it if people think I'm 
cool, but sometimes there's people that make me a little nervous, | guess, and Chris does. Maybe it's the fact 
that if Chris Cornell thinks you're cool then you're basically at the top of Seattle's cool kids food chain. Which | 
hate that that's a thought that materialised in my head, like who even cares what Chris thinks or what anyone 
thinks, at that. And yet, I'd really prefer to be liked by him. 


* eK 


Fuckin’ A. H's like there was never a hole. | mean, if you don't look directly at it, anyway. Or turn all of the 
lights on. Eh you know what, this will give the house character. 


people press it three times, that's just annoying. 

| walk to get the door and Lucy perks up and tags along. | look through the peephole with my hand gripping the 
handle, and for a second I'm convinced it's just the light from the street lamps hitting the person's face in 
funny ways, but no. That is in fact Katie. This is gonna be interesting. 

"Sorry, | don't wanna buy any cookies." | spit out as soon as | open the door. 

She gives me a thoroughly unamused look and then starts motioning her hands as if trying to pick invisible 
apples. "Look, there's this pedal that Kim brought here today, because he thought it was yours, when in reality 
it was Steve who left it at Kim's place, because Mark borrowed it from me and then Steve borrowed it from 
him, | guess." 

"Uh... What?" 


"Can | just have my pedal?" 


"Oh, that's yours? | was wondering why Kim was randomly gifting me stuff 


"Yeah... So?" 

"Yeah, sure, come in. How did you get here?" 

"Kim dropped me off" 

"I see. Hey, can | get your opinion on something?" 

"Um, sure." Kat looks at me curiously and | motion for her to follow me into the living room. 
"How does that wall look to you?" 

She takes a long hard look at my surgical work and then shifts her eyes onto me. "Scarred." 
"Cool." 

"What happened?" 


‘Oh you know, alcohol. Irresponsible youths. Drumsticks." | slide my hands into my pockets as Kat breaks our 
gaze and darts her eyes to the wall again | wonder if that's her natural hair colour.. 


"Huh. That's more normal than | thought." 


"What's that supposed to mean?" | feel my own mouth automatically stretch into a grin as she looks at me 


again. 

"| mean, | just assumed you punched the wall through with a peanut or something. 

"God, | miss the good ol' times when you were intimidated by me." 

"You know what, | think | figured that one out. Seeing you wear duct-tape shorts hat one time.." Kat looks up 
into my eyes with just a hint of a smile tinting her lips. She doesn't often smile with her teeth, you don't 
really get to see that Miss America grin on Kat. | guess there's something vaguely attractive in that, makes it 
harder to figure her out, which | guess | can see Stone falling for that kind of thing. "I think that's what it 
was, | was just genuinely disturbed by you." She adds making me emit an involuntary laugh. 

"No one could blame you." 

"So um.. Can | have it now?" 


"What?" 


"The pedal." 


The pedal, you idiot. "Oh, yeah. | think | saw it in the kitchen" Can't see it anywhere in the living room either 


way. 
"Oh, Katie? Hey! What are you doing here?" Xana greets our guest when we enter her kingdom of leftovers. 


"Hey, | was just picking up a pedal that somehow ended up here because everyone in Seattle seems to suffer 


from a mild form of idiocy." 

"Tell me about it. So what's good? What have you been up to?" 

"You know, just..life things." 

"Hey, what are you doing for Halloween? Are you going to Rock Candy too?" 

"Yeah. | feel like everyone's gonna be there this year." 

"Yeah, seems like it. Stone and the other guys are gonna go there too." 

"Cool" Kat curves her lips into this polite smile that kinda makes her look bored, and | have to hold in a laugh. | 
swear to fucking god, Xana's more invested in this Stone business than either Stone or Kat themselves. "The 
pedal." Kat reminds me again after a moment, which I've managed to forget about already. 


"Did you see one around here?" 


"Nah." Xana shakes her head while stirring sauce with meatballs from yesterday's takeout. "| saw one on the 


TV today" 

"The TV." | repeat and tell Kat to wait there as | go get it. 

There isn't anything on the TV, | knew | would have seen it, but | still look around that area and find the pedal 
on the VHS player in a shelf under the TV. This is definitely not mine and I'm almost one hundred percent sure 
its not Andy's either, so it has to be the one Kat's looking for. 


"You should stay for dinner." | hear Xana say as | return to the kitchen. 


"| see you're cooking animal flesh, I'm not really into that sorta thing.” Kat quips hesitantly. "And just, you know, 


| don't want to interrupt your domestic life." 


"Honestly, please stay, | can't handle another night of Andy and Chris‘ show at dinner." Xana drawls in her 
monotone shooting a look at me before her eyes land on Kat. "We'll find you something vegetarian, we have 


vegetables and shit. Sous-chef here can whip something up for you, I'm sure. Come on, Chris, get on it" 


“Sous-chef?" Kat looks up at me as | nod enthusiastically at Xana's words. 

"Yeah, | used to work at Ray's Boathouse for a while." 

"You gotta stay, honestly. We'll give you a ride home after dinner." Xana insists. If only Kat knew her true 
intentions. Yeah, this is really gonna be interesting though; Xana trying to extract information about Kat's love 
for Stone and all. And | can't wait for Andy to join the group too, its gonna be beautiful. 

"Um, okay, sure. l'm always down for a free dinner" 

"Do you like mushrooms?" | look over at Kat after inspecting the contents of our fridge and she nods. 

Andy happens to come home just as Xana puts down four plates; | never used to do that, my family never 
really had meals together every day, but ever since Xana moved in here she makes a point of sitting me and 
Andy down at least once a day to eat and talk. Its not even a matter of choice at this point, she just makes 


us do it. 


"So what's it like living next door to Mark Arm, Katie?" Andy pulls up a chair, shoves a meatball in his mouth, 


and asks the question all in what feels like a fraction of a second, 
‘Very punk rock’ 

"Do you know what you're gonna be for Halloween?" 

"Um, probably Lydia from Beetlejuice.” 


‘Isn't that the movie you saw with Stone?" Xana grabs the conversation with her steady fist and drags it right 


back on track. 
"Yeah, it's really good" 
"Yeah, yeah. Stoney liked it too. So you're both into movies, huh?" 


"Um, | guess." Kat shrugs and this time shoots me a look that is an unmistakable cry for help. It's started. 
She's finally getting weirded out by all the ‘subtle’ Stone questions, so | just shrug back and watch. 


"Stoney's kind of shy, isn't he, guys?" Xana glances at me and then Andy, and her expression is just amazing, 
considering this is one of her favorite topics lately and yet she looks like she's discussing the weather or 


something equally as uninteresting. "You kinda need to get through a layer of that" 


"Yeah, then about five layers of weird" | add with a grin. 


"Yeah, but then you're gonna.." Xana trails off and takes a drink from her beer can. "I'm sure there's a good 


heart underneath all that, somewhere." 

"Oh yeah, Stoney's got a golden heart." Andy adds cheerfully and goes on a little rant about it while Kat seems 
to grow more and more confused as to why we're discussing Stone Gossard during dinner. At least that's my 
guess, she just looks kind of muddled and weirded out with her eyebrows drawn together. 

"You guys are..really like a family, huh?" Kat finally opens her mouth to get words out instead of food in 
"Yeah, these two really love Stone a lot" | nod at Xana and Andy on the other side of the table. 

"But who doesn't, right?" Xana asks over enthusiastically. 

The rest of our meal goes on pretty much the same way; less and less subtle comments about Stone from 
Xana, Andy's enthusiastic comments here and there, and Kat's furrowed brow under her auburn bangs as she 
tells the two of them that, ‘nah, I've not really seen Stone in a while’ and ‘yeah, sure he's..interesting to hang 
out with’. 

"This is probably gonna sound dumb.." Kat starts slowly as | get into the driver's seat of my car. Xana wanted 
to driver her home after dinner, but | felt too bad for Kat. Who knew | can actually be genuinely sympathetic. 
Or maybe it's not only that, | just felt like giving Kat a ride. 


"You don't have to preface every sentence with that, you've seen my roommates." | nod my head in the 


direction of the house. 

"Yeah, about them. What's their damage?" Kats question mingles with a chuckle. 

"Honest?" 

"Of course." 

"They think you're into Stone." 

"Oh. | kinda thought so. So they wanna play matchmakers now or something?" 

"Yeah, something like it." 

‘Man, | guess people are always gonna mistake my lack of emotion for shyness." 

This time her words make me laugh. | might be totally wrong, | know pretty much nothing about girls, but | 
feel like Kat doesn't try to be cool or funny, she just kinda..well, she is. She's not afraid of making jokes at her 


own expense and she just generally seems to say whatever's on her mind, which is real cool. "So what do | tell 


them when | get back?" 


"Oh, you're in on it Too?" 


"I live with them, | have to be." | bob my head keeping my eyes on the road, although | kinda wanna see her 
face right now. Her voice sounds steady and calm though, | don't hear any of that confusion that | saw at the 


table anymore. 
"Honest?" 
"Yeah!" 


"Stone can kinda be an annoying smartass. Which, to be fair, | probably sometimes am too. | guess that's why 


I'm not into him." 
"But Stoney has such a good heart. Don't you love him at least a little bit?" 
"Nah, he wears cowboy hats too which just wouldn't go with my dark and mysterious image." 


Awesome. Awesome? Why did | just think that? What's cool about that? That Kat's not into Stone? It's not like 
I'm into her, why would | care? She's cool, but she's not exactly the kind of girl | would go for, | guess. Who 
would | go for though? Gwen? Both?? | mean, yeah, they're both attractive. Kat's all witty and quirky, and 
Gwen is really confident and fuckin’ stunning. If they were one person.. What. The. Fuck. Music, | need music. | 


stretch my arm to turn on the radio and the car is instantly filled with Love Potion No. 4. 


"Heyl" Kat points at the radio and grins at me. "Did you know they banned this song on some stations when it 


came out because of the cop kissing line?" 


[2. skeletons, stolen hats, and cowboy boots 


"| used to be a competitive tree climber.” Krist announces with unnecessary pride that I've only ever seen 
possessed by musicians. "But | quit that for the band, you know. Love Buzz is coming out in like two weeks, | 
need to be focused. Plus my fiancé thought it was too risky.” 


Where is Shelli, anyway? Not that | have anything against Krist, but he's pretty drunk right now, which is kind 
of funny but mostly mildly annoying. Although that's probably because l'm not drunk yet, and | really want and 


need to be. It's been a while and | am so ready. 


"Hey, Eval You look great!" A lanky black haired girl with her bangs covering half her face elbows her way 


towards me. 

"You too, Aimee!" | mirror her grin eyeing her zombie clown attire. 

"Oh, hey Krist." She finally notices the bassist. 

"What? | don't get a ‘you look great?!" 

"You always look great, | can't be bothered to say it every single time." Aimee smiles at him coyly, eliciting a 
chuckle from me. She has such a way of flirting with the whole world; no wonder she ended up with the most 
attractive member of Soundgarden. 


"What is this, Tall People Anonymous?" Kat materialises next to me and glances at the three of us. 


"Don't be jealous." | take a drink from her hand hoping she'll let me have it and she doesn't seem to protest 
when | take a sip. 


"Shortie." Krist adds. 

"I'm not short, l'm normal." 

A loud, bark-like laugh echoes through the air and we all turn our heads to the direction from which it came 
to see Chris and Matt standing around a few feet away from us. | guess this explains Aimee's presence. And 
the laugh, I'm assuming, came from Chris, because he's giving Kat this weird look of mock sympathy and she's 


flipping him off with a grin before walking away somewhere. Thank you, lord, she didn't take her drink back 
either! 


"She seems real offended by tall people, huh?" Aimee wiggles her eyebrows and does a silly little dance that 


suits her clown side very well. 


"And why does she have to make us feel like we're the freaks?" Krist wipes an invisible tear off his cheek. 


"| know, right? She's gaslighting us big time and | have to live with her." 

"Gaslighting?." 

"Hey, Jeff!" Krist's voice thunders before | can give Aimee an explanation of what | meant, and for like three 
seconds | cling to the hope that the Jeff he just spotted is some other guy named Jeff, someone who's not an 
annoying jerk that | work with. 

"Hey guys, how's it going?" 

"So anyway," | turn back to Aimee as she says hi to none other than Jeff Ament too. "Gaslighting.." 


"Hi, Eva" Jeff repeats a greeting, stressing my name, just to get on my nerves. 


"H, Jeff. Anyway, it's um.. It's a form of emotional abuse when someone tries to twist and turn the facts until 


you're not even sure if something's real or if something actually happened, or if you're just making shit up." 
"What the hell are you talking about?" Jeff refuses to butt out of the conversation 


"She's talking about gaslighting." Krist answers while | can see Aimee inhaling with a thoughtful look on her face 


as she formulates a question in hear head. 


"Oh, so it's like when you get upset about something totally reasonable and guys react to it as though you're 


making it up or being too sensitive?" 
"Yeah. Anyone can do that you to.. Boyfriends, parents, friends..co workers too." 


"Aw has someone been reading spiritual self-healing books?" Jeff shoots back at me. Go him for figuring out 
the last part was meant for him, at least this proves that brain of his isn't completely dried up. Yet. 


"Who has? I'm sorry, | was busy getting a degree in biomedical science and actually learning things about 


mental health in the course of that, which I'll be able to use in real life, at a real job." 


"Let me know when that happens. And in the meanwhile, let's hope the coffee you're pulling at your current 


imaginary job is real too." 
"Okay, okay, you two, take five." Aimee jokingly spreads her arms as if to separate me and Jeff. 


Ugh | can't stand this goon. Kat always likes to point out that | don't know him, that that's what | do - form 
opinions on people before | actually get to know them, but it's not my fault that Jeff started annoying me 
before our first ever shift together was even over. And then he does stuff like this.. Did he really have to 


come over here and plug himself into my conversation with Aimee and Krist? It's as if Jeff's whole entire 


purpose in life is to make mine miserable. 


Rock Candy is quickly filling up with people..and monsters, and witches, and slutty pumpkins, and by the time 
Layne stops dead in his track upon noticing our little group and comes to say hi, I've finished my drink and 
endured I0 minutes of listening to fragments of Jeff and Krist talking about their super important and 
interesting band stuff while | chat with Aimee. 


"Hey, did you guys coordinate?" Layne points a finger at me and then at Jeff. 


"Yeah, right." Jeff snorts at Layne's inquiry about the fact that both Jeff and | just happened to dress up as 
skeletons. In all fairness, my costume is actually Kat's back up costume, because she was deciding between this 
and something else, so when she made up her mind she insisted on turning my face into a skull with paint and 


makeup. 


"What are you supposed to be?" | look over at Layne and notice the rest of Alice guys not too far from us, all 
wearing the same type of dresses that kinda look like something my mom could have worn back in the 10s, 
except these ones are ugly and hang on the guys' bodies in the most unflattering ways. 


Layne pulls his shoulders into a shrug. "I don't know what you're talking about, I'm Layne." 

| end up chatting with him and some other people | know, then eventually this tiny dark haired girl with a huge 
smile strides up to our group and Layne drapes his arm around her shoulders. | don't know what exactly 
Demri's costume is supposed to be, but she's practically covered in flowers and glitter, and she looks beautiful 
and im clearly not the only one to notice..ugh. All of a sudden, Layne seems to become unable to take his 
hands and eyes off of her. Ah whatever, I'm done socialising, | need another drink, so | set out to get one and 


maybe find my roommates in the process. 


* * * 

"Halloween costumes are supposed to be scary, that's the whole point of hallowing the ween" | wiggle my 
eyebrows at Gwen after she explains to me that she's Marilyn Monroe tonight. Although really | have nothing 
against her costume, she looks stunning, I'd say even more than usual. 

"Oh yeah? Then how come you're not even wearing a costume at all?" 


"I am too." | tug at my unbuttoned vest. 


"So you're dressed as Chris from Soundgarden? That's all you ever wear on stage anyway.” She motions at my 


exposed chest. "If you even bother to wear that much at all. How's that a scary Halloween costume?" 


"What can | say, I'm a big scary man" 


Literally the second those words leave my mouth I'm already regretting them. It's like only when I'm talking to 
Gwen | start noticing how stupid my jokes are, and then | feel like an idiot. Might as well change my name to 
Chris Corny at this point. Well, at least | didn't say that out loud. There's just something about how cold and 


cool she seems, just being in her presence makes you feel dumb. 


"Big scary man? I'd say tall, but that's about it. Admit it, dressing up for Halloween is fun because you can 
make yourself look over the top good and it's totally socially acceptable." 


‘Oh you honey-tongued devil, you." | clumsily wink at Gwen but she gives me this mildly irritated look as if she 
didn't just tell me she thinks | look ‘over the top good'..which I'm pretty sure she did. 


"Have a little decency, boy! Cover up!" Andy cackles and | look over to see him coming towards us with Xana 


following behind. 
"Well that's something I'd never thought I'd hear come out of your mouth." Xana eyes her boyfriend slowly 
without even a hint of a smile in her face and then shifts her gaze onto Gwen. "Say, Gwen, is Kat seeing 


anyone?" 


"Not as far as | know. Unless she suddenly started experiencing emotions and such." Gwen doesn't even question 


Xana's interest in this topic and answers in the same deadpan manner. 

"What about Stone?" Xana goes on 

"What about him?" 

"Do you think Kat could be into him?" 

"| don't know, he seems like a weirdo, so sure. She's into that sort of thing..| think" 

"So far, that's our main lead." 

"What is?" 

"The weirdness. Seems like that's their common ground" 

"Uh-huh... Why do you care about that again?" 

As | watch this exchange between Gwen and Xana it dawns on me how similar they are, or rather how they 
both have this kind of cold, distant quality to them when they talk, but its so casual. Kind of looks like they're 


reciting lines from a play or something. It's fuckin spooky, really. 


"Oh, you know, because | care about Stoney. He's like family to me, or whatever." 


"Ah well you know, Kat tends to be kind of emotionally unresponsive to guys' attempts at wooing her for the 


most part, so good luck for him." 
"Yeah? But what if-" 


"Kat!" | exclaim, warning Xana about Kat's presence. Am | trying to warn her or just interrupt her and make 
her stop? Guess a little bit of both, I've started feeling kinda sorry for Kat and Stone. If Xana was doing this to 


me | know I'd be annoyed. 


"Hello." The redhead-turned-dark joins our group. Kat's new hair colour is tripping me out, | almost didn't 


recognise her when | first saw her tonight. 
"Is this gonna come off?" | tug at a strand of her hair sticking from under a big black floppy hat. 
"Yeah, eventually.” 


"What are you supposed to be, anyway?" Xana eyes Kat's costume consisting of lots of black lacy fabric and 
her now black fringe glued into these kind of spikes. 


"Lydia Deetz from Beetlejuice." 
‘Isn't that the movie you saw with Stone?" 


"Yeah..." 


| glance at Xana just in time to see her shoot an eloquent look at Gwen before she opens her mouth again. 

"Hey, we should all go to the movies together sometime. Me, Andy, you, Stone.." Xana's not even looking at Kat 
as she fishes out a pack of cigarettes from a little sequin bag and lights one, that's how casual she's trying To 
be. "You guys should come too, if you wanna" She adds glancing at me and Gwen, but something tells me we're 


not supposed to accept the invitation | have very, very, just extremely weird friends. 


"Um, sure.." Kat narrows her eyes ever so slightly. "Although there's nothing really worth seeing on right now. 
| mean, Jan Svankmajer's Alice should be out in theatres next month, | think." 


"Well what about seeing an opera together!" Andy claps his hands together. 
"Or-" 


"Um, yeah! Sounds great! But uh..we need to talk to Stone first." Kat begins to make a bunch of weird hand 
gestures as she takes two little steps backwards. "Look at our schedules, all that stuff.. But | gotta go right 
now because um, | actually..wanted to talk to Chris! That's why | came over here!" She punctuates her 


exclamation with a nod of her head and snatches my shoulder to drag me away. | really cannot tell whether 


she's lying or not. If she is, she's a really good liar, and if she's not then she's shit at this whole socialising 
with people thing. 


"So | guess | gotta go too." | cock my head at Marilyn and the two weirdos and allow myself to be led away 
from them, hoping to maybe run into blondie again tonight. 


'| apologise for dragging you into this lie, Robert Pant. I'm just not really in the mood for another Kat and 
Stone wedding planning party right now." Kat squints at me from under her furrowed brow once we go back 
inside through the back door and end up surrounded by people. | think that's supposed to be an apologetic look, 
as opposed to her usual ‘| hate people’ glare. "Honestly, if | try to be assertive about saying ‘no' l'm afraid it 
might come out as hostile." 


| can't blame you. Hey, | should have known that if anyone was gonna get my costume it would be you." 


"No one else got it? How sad" She widens her doe eyes as she flicks a button of my clearly very Robert 
Plant-esque vest. 


"Is because of all those years I've spent lifting weights in front of the mirror. Robert Plant's not as manly as 


Is 

"Uh-huh..." 

"What about you? Did your costume prove to be a success yet?" | touch Kat's hair for the second time. | 
can't help it, she looks so weird with black hair, it's almost like | have to feel it between my fingers to make 
sure I'm not hallucinating. 

"Oh, | don't know. People recognising my costume is not really my goal at all” 

"What is your goal?" 

"Feeling cool" She bobs her head and once again | can't tell if she's joking or not. 

"Don't you normally feel cool?" 

"| swear | can't tell if you're being serious right now or if you're poking fun at me." She draws a laugh out of 
me with that statement. Why can't | figure her out? Why does she feel so..magical? Like she can see right into 
my mind or something.. This girl is like the embodiment of that saying about not judging a book by its cover. 


Where did Stone even find her? And speaking of the devil.. 


"Hello, friends," the scrawny guitarist gives us a wave of his disproportionately large hand at the same time as 


Matt catches up with him and they both stop in front of us. 


"You're not wearing costumes." Kat notes. 


"Wow, you're super perceptive," my drummer quips. 


‘| was gonna dress up as Mark Arm but | couldn't find a sign that says ‘sell out anywhere," Stone drawls but 


his voice flickers with laughter. "Speaking of, aren't your neighbours on tour about now?" 
"Yeah, they left today." 
"Without a farewell party?" 


"Well they did this little dance while singing ‘gooble gobble one of us' when | saw them this morning, but | don't 
know if you can call that a full fledged party.” 


"Hey, listen Chris," Matt puts a hand on my shoulder and turns us both away from Kat and Stone, leaving 


them two to talk about Mudhoney, it seems. "Hiro's having a tantrum again." 


| look down for a second, strategically turning my ear towards Matt so that | could hear him clearer as | wait 


for him to continue but then raise my eyebrows at him when he doesn't say anything else. "What?" 


"He's drunk and he's talking about how we're a dumb hair metal band and he can't wait to move onto 


something more..substantial." 
Oh here we go again. Hiro's a great bassist, but in all honesty he's more of a jazz player in both his style and 
his personality. Matt gets real sensitive about it though, he takes it way too personally sometimes, and more 


often than not we end up with this super dysfunctional band dynamic. "Well at least he came out with us 


tonight..." 


Matt gives me a flat look and then his expression changes completely, a sly grin appearing on his face as he 
nudges me. "So what's going on between you and the little witch?" He motions his head at the general direction 


of Kat, | think. 

"Huh?" 

"Standing here, touching each other's clothes and hair... Isn't she like..having a..thing with Stone?" 
Hmm. That's an interesting implication. "No, she's not. But nah, | wasn't planning on anything like that" 


Matt turns around again to cast a vaguely thoughtful look at Kat and Stone and ‘hmm's very briefly before 
shrugging and jumping onto another topic. 


* * * 


"Yeah, Krist and Aimee were clearly talking to me... It's like he actually enjoys it” | eye Jeff who had just walked 
out the back door and unwittingly stopped between groups of people in a ray of light cast by a street lamp, in 
a spot that's perfectly visible for me and Gwen like a theatre stage, as if this fire escape is our presidential 
box. Its as if Jeff's very genes are coded in a way that gives him these instinctual urges to go do something 
or stand somewhere with the sole purpose of ruining my mood. "That..asshat” 


"Well just tell him to fuck off" 
"I'm pretty sure I've told him that before, in those exact words, but there's not much | can actually do." 


"Well, whatever you do, don't quit your job because that would just be like bowing down to him and letting him 


win without him ever moving a finger." 

"Oh no, | won't. Plus, | can ask John to give me whatever shifts | need for the most part and | really need that 
right now with my lab work. Not a single employer I've ever had would let me work two two hour shifts a day 
with a three hour break in the middle because | need to check on my tadpoles in the lab." 

"I know!" Gwen scrunches up her nose a little with a slight shiver as she takes a quick swig of whiskey from a 
bottle that we had lying around in the car. We weren't sure whose it was, although I've a feeling Kat left it 
there at some point. "Let's get him to quit! Or fired! | can come in and complain about him messing up my 
order or something. | won't stop yelling at John until he fires Jeff" 

"Aw, Gwen, that's the most beautiful evil thing anyone's ever said to me. But nah, that just wouldn't be okay..." 


"Yeah... Guess you can always marry rich and quit your job because you wouldn't need it anymore, or you'll 
just have to let this happen for now and think of England." 


‘Oh for sure, but | need to find a rich guy first." | chuckle at Gwen's universal problem solution 
"Well that bald guy's pretty solid, isn't he? What's his name..Adam?" 


"He stole my hat. While he was sneaking out of my room at 5 am. After we'd hooked up. And he broke my 


door lock." 
"Oh yeah, I'd forgotten about that." Gwen cackles a little too heartily. 


"Aaanyway. Oh look, there's Kat" | point at our redheaded roommate who's just separated from a group of 
people and is walking towards the door to go inside, but Gwen and | stop her by yelling out her name. 


"KATIE!" 


She halts to a stop and looks up and around for a second until she notices us perched up on the metal stairs 


one floor above her. "What're y'all doing up here?" She joins us and sits down between us. 


"We're just hangin’, Dolly Parton" Gwen furrows her brow a little with a smile. 
"Yeah, what's with the accent?" 


"What? Oh | just." Kat points her thumb in the general direction of the party and then trails off with a 
thoughtful look. "A lot of people are wearing cowboy boots tonight, did you notice?" 


"What... 

"Oh yeah, Lizzy's actually making out with one of them. Or was, like ten minutes ago." 

"Really?! Who?" Gwen lights up with curiosity like a Christmas tree. 

‘| don't know, just some random." Kat shrugs. "No one we know, and by that | mean no one Lizzy knows either." 
"Well, well, well, tonights not your night at all, Eva" 


"Ah, whatever. l'm good, | actually don't have the energy for random hook-ups lately, I've got enough going on 


in my life as it is" 


"Plus, it's like theft prevention. You're keeping your hats safe by not bringing guys into your bedroom." Kat 
quips; now she never forgets stuff like that. 


‘Layne's girlfriend looks so divine tonight." Gwen voices a random thought. 


"Yeah, like a little fairy from the woods." Kat agrees, and | look down to where they're looking to see the 
reason for their words - Layne and Demri are standing, hugging each other, their lips locked in a kiss. 


| don't know when this happened, but | honestly feel like I'll be good without guys for the next five years. Guys 
are trouble. Guys are drama and shame the next morning. Seriously, guys are the skanky ones most of the 
time, and | just don't have any kind of desire to keep spinning in this hamster wheel of dating and hooking up. 
Would | like to be in Demri's shoes right now? Sure, but that's a totally different thing. | guess | just want... 
stability. Someone to trust and laugh with, and maybe have a secret handshake. And | don't feel anymore like 
its up to me to make it happen It's a liberating feeling. | don't need anyone. | don't need to chase anything or 
anyone. I'm my own person. | just started my masters degree, | have good things going for me. I'll be fine. 
Hopefully five years from now | have a husband to come home to, but for now | am completely fine on my 


own and... 
"Earth to Eva, Earth to Eval" Kat elbows me none too gently. 


"What?" 


"Nothing, you just kinda had this weird look, your eyes glazed over... | was worried” 


"Oh, shut up!" | laugh and snatch the bottle from her hand. 


3. Christian coke and psychodynamics 


Shit, | can't believe it, but sometimes | feel like | care about this long distance relationship more than Dee does. 
To her, there's no compromises. It's either | go to Colorado to see her or we just don't see each other until 
Christmas break. Dont be unreasonable, Jerry. l'm not! | don't have time, or money..or desire to go to Colorado 


right now. Or ever, really. 


| restock the last water cooler and stack the empty five gallon bottle on top of the other ones and shake the 
cart a little by the handles to make sure they won't fall off. Ah | don't know why this is so hard. Its like | 
almost care more about the fact that Dee doesn't care than | care about the relationship itself.. | know, that 
sounds fucking sociopathic, but it feels that way, when | really think about it. | don't know why, | don't know 
why | keep trying... It's like on one hand, my friends are right when they constantly remind me that | could 
break it off and start seeing someone new, someone right here, in Seattle. But Dee... | love Dee. It's been almost 
a year now, a whole year. I've never been with anyone for that long. And she's helped me through some real 


heavy shit too. It just seems..wrong to throw all that away. 

Plus, what if she's the one? Fuck, I've always thought that's bullshit, that whole soulmate thing, and | still do, 
but what if l'm wrong? Or, okay, let's say Dee's definitely not the one, but what if she's the best | can do? 
What if I'll end up alone if I'm not with her? What if | never make a real connection with anyone else? I'd 
definitely be alone right now if we broke it off, that's for sure... 

| stop in front of the elevators and press the down arrow. The one on the right will get here first. Annnd, ding! 
| was right, | always have good luck at guessing. I'm about to push the cart inside once the doors open wide 
enough but | stop myself at the last second before squishing Lizzy to death, or at least breaking a couple of 
her limbs. 

"Whoops!" | stagger slightly and wheel the cart in sideways, packing myself into the elevator too. 

Lizzy giggles and gives me a big, yet tired smile. "Hey, Jerry. How's it going?" 

"Hey! Its going pretty good. You wanna go all the way down?" 

"Huh?" She gives me the most perplexed look, drawing a laugh out of me this time. 

"To the staff floor?" 

"Oh... Yeah!" 


"So you're heading home too?" 


"Yeah. It's been a long day. Although | did find twenty dollars on a bed in one of the rooms today. | just hope 


the person won't come back looking for it, that would be so awful," she sighs while untangling a scrunchie from 


her hair and fluffing it up with her fingers, which consequently makes the elevator smell like peaches and 
flowers. "I just wish | never had to work room service shifts, it gets so boring sometimes. Then again, | barely 
know anyone who doesn't get bored at their job. | feel like | miss university a little too, you know? More 
variety of things to do. Maybe | should find an internship or something.. Really, working room service | barely 


ever get to talk to anyone, I'm just going from room to room, replacing towels and folding toilet paper tips." 
"Well that's what I'm here for, talk away!" It's kind of amusing to watch her talk, anyway. It's like there's too 
much going on in her head so she keeps jumping from one thought to another with little logic in the transition 
"Plus, you owe me a shocking fact about your life." 

"Well. What constitutes as shocking?" 

“Anything, really,” | shrug. "Something | couldn't guess myself?" 

"Hm." Lizzy narrows her eyes with that cheerful smile unfading from her face. "I'm a catholic." 

"You gotta try harder, Lizzy," | gently poke the litle cross pendant while the elevator stops with a faint ding 
and the doors slide open. | noticed the cross the first time | met Lizzy anyway; | guess | could say I'm drawn 
to things like that, more so lately than ever before. 


"Okay, how about this - | was in a choir from when | was about ten until | graduated from UW." 


"Listen, darlin’, I've been raised in a religious household too, | spent a decade singing in a choir too. This is as 


far from ‘shocking’ as you can get," | flash her a grin 
"Oh, | didnt know that!” She perks up a little. 


| let out an exaggerated sigh as we walk through the kitchen to the staff room at the back. "This is just not 


working, you keep extracting information from me." 


"Okay, okay! Just to preface this, | take my faith very seriously, and | would never do anything to compromise 
that..like let my parents know about certain things I've done.. 


"Hmm, that's beginning to sound real saucy." 


"So, during my exchange year in Spain." she glances around as if to make sure no one's listening and walks into 
the empty staff room, me following behind with my cart. "I've done coke a few times, here and there." 


"What!?" | gape at her. 


| mean.. It's the most I've.. Thats the hardest drug.." | see a little tint of red colour Lizzy's cheeks, but | keep 


this up for another moment. 


"| can't believe this!" 

"Jerry, please, | know its" 

| can't believe you've spent a year in Spain! That's so cool!" 

She blankly stares at me for a second, and then punches my arm with a laugh. "Jerry!" 


"Hey, do you need a ride home or something?" | ask once l'm done laughing, as | watch her get her bag and 


jacket from her designated locker. 

"Yeah, that would be great. Thanks!" 

| stuff the cart and the empty bottle into the back of the van that I'm using for this job, and sometime 
beyond, while Lizzy's going off about Spain. Honestly, having her around is great, she's always so cheerful, it 
just makes you want to be happy too. 

“All set," | tap the side of the van twice and we both get in 

"Hey, | don't know if Mike told you, but my birthday is on the twenty fifth and I'm having a party...” 

"Yeah, yeah, he mentioned something.” 

"Will you come? It's going to be Friday.” 

"Sure! Wouldn't miss it!" 

| eventually drop Lizzy off and turn the radio on once | see her walk in through the door of her apartment 
building. The music on air is of questionable quality, but it's better than a totally silent drive home, so Rod 
Stewart it is. By the time | reach my usual parking spot, the green digits on the car clock display show 8:52 
pm. Let's see..it's Thursday. What the hell am | going to do with the rest of my Thursday? 

"We're going to Unicorn!" Layne's voice assaults my ears as soon as | get upstairs and open our apartment 
door. He half runs to the bathroom while | walk into the living room to see Sean jumping up and down on our 
dingy couch. 


"What's going on?" 


"Didn't you hear what Layne said?" Sean lands on the floor and grabs his black boots to put them on. "We're 


going to Unicorn" 


"What's the occasion for all this excitement?" 


"| don't know, life?" 

"Sounds good to me! Where's Mike though?" 

"Can you guess?" Sean shoots me an eloquent look that definitely, positively means that Mike's with Gwen. 
"Wow, that girl's been really taming hin." 

"| don't know about that" 

"What do you mean?" 

"You know, the girl thinks they're like exclusive or whatever, while Mike goes around making out with random 
chicks. | mean, nothing serious, just making out, but still. Apparently, she has no idea. That's what he told me 
when | caught him in the act the other night anyway.” 

That's typical Mike right there. | personally really don't understand that kinda thing - I'd rather just make a 
decision and break up with someone if | didn't find her um, satisfactory. It all seems way stressful to me, | 
prefer things simple and chill, and uncomplicated. Why tell someone you're committing if you really just want 
casual hook-ups? Nah, I'm too lazy to ever go into all that trouble.. Hm, maybe that's my problem. Maybe it'd 
be easier if | could have Dee but also have fun, or if | knew for sure l'm fine without her. "Well. As long as 
they're both happy.’ 

"Yeah, man, ignorance is bliss." 

"Right. Anyway, where's Melinda?" 

"Working." 


"What about Demri? Is she gonna cast her chakra cleansing, anti hangover spells on us tonight again?" 


"Nah, she's off doing something else too. Its just us, bro," Sean finally gets up with both his shoes laced and 


gives me a nudge and a wink. 
* * * 

"Hi, Kat!" 

"Hey, Heather. What's up?" 


"Oh, you know, same old. Just needed some inspiration so | thought I'd drop by," | move towards a metal crate 


with ridiculously skinny rolls of different fabrics. They're probably each only big enough for doll outfits. 


“There's a couple of boxes with dresses in the back, they just came in. Although most of them are way 


stained with rust or something. But if you wanna have a look at those, | can bring it out for you.” 
"Sure, let me see them." 


| browse through some more scraps of fabric and ribbons while | wait for Kat to fetch the boxes, and a 


couple of minutes later she comes back carrying them both stacked on each other. 
"They're not priced yet but | don't imagine they'd be anything more than fifty cents apiece. Dollar tops." 
Cool, I'll see if | can salvage anything.” 


The redhead goes back behind the counter, leaving me to do my own thing. I'm probably taking some work off 
her hands, going through this stuff so she doesn't have to. Whatever, I'm getting something out of this too, 
hopefully. Oh that's a cute dress! Ah, crap.. Huge stain on the back. It looks my size though, and the sequin 
work seems durable. | wonder if | could make it backless? | couldn't wear a bra then, plus its already pretty 
revealing, what with these skinny straps. And it wouldn't even reach my knees. Although I'm sure Jeff would 


appreciate it me wearing this. 


| still can't believe John hired that Eva girl. | steal a glance at her roommate, who's bent over the counter, 
leaning on her elbow as she's solving a crossword or some type of a Sudoku thing, or whatever else. She 
probably heard me and Jeff talking about the job and told her skanky little friend. Ugh. Eva could be working 
anywhere else in this damn city, but no, she had to take the one job | really needed. And now all | can do is 
just watch Jeff drift further apart from me. We already barely see each other, between me working two jobs 
and him pulling coffee and being in a band. And now my one plan to spend more time with him fell through 


because of these random girls. 


| glance at Kat again, but this time she caches my gaze and shoots me a questioning stare. "You need any 
help?" 


"Yes! Um, no. Where do you buy your hair colour? | don't suppose you go to a salon?" 
"l. Uh, | don't. This is my hair, you know, the way it grows out of my scalp." 


| give her an understanding smile, really | don't want her to think I'm judging. "No, but honestly. Swear | won't 
tell anyone." 


"Honestly, it's my natural colour.” 


"Okay..." | cock my head to the side and return my eyes to the two boxes. "So how's your roommate doing... 


what's her name, Eve?" 


"Eva. She's doing..fine, | guess. Keeping busy.” 


"Yeah, you can tell me about that." 


For a moment | think she's not going to say anything, but then she opens her mouth again and starts defending 
Eva. "Look, | know you wanted the job at Raison, but Eva didn't know, it's not her fault" Yeah, right. "Plus, if it 
makes it any better, she probably wishes she hadn't-" 


"Okay, whatever, it's not like talking about it now is going to fix anything.’ 
‘I'm sure you'll find another job n problem.’ 
‘Its not the point, | don't need another job." 


Kat emits the most obnoxious sigh I've ever heard and stands up straight. "If you're worried about..you know, 


about Jeff, | assure you Eva has no interest in him. Shocking, | know.’ 
Its not about that, okay? It's just.. You wouldn't understand” 


Shit. | can feel the burn of tears gathering in the corners of my eyes, so | look down at the gold sequin dress 
again, pretending to be examining it. It's fine, it's fine, deep breaths. I'll think of something else, its not all lost 
yet. | can make it right. Once | get my way, Jeff and | will be back in our honeymoon phase, like we were in the 


beginning. I'll get him back. 


"| mean." This girl just won't shut up. "I may not be the first person you'd choose to talk to, but | can try to 
understand." 


Now she's just intrigued, she probably can't wait to hear something from me and then run home to gossip. "No 


offence, but | don't think you would." 
"Absolutely none taken" 


| turn my back to Kat to let her know the conversation's over as | continue to rummage through the boxes. 
Or rather pretend to do so, while my mind is elsewhere. God, | just wish Jeff would look at me the same way 
he used to when we first started dating. | miss feeling like he was always so excited to see me, and now.. Now 
it's like he takes me for granted. | thought maybe if we worked at Raison together, it'd be fun and he'd 


remember how well we used to jive together. 
"Okay, look, if you've never felt like you're losing the person you love, then | can't even begin to explain this 
stuff to you," | blurt out as | turn to face her again and she lifts her head with a surprised eyebrow arch. 


"Have you ever felt like someone's drifting away from you because you're not good enough anymore?" 


"All the time, actually.” 


What? I'm pouring my heart out and she's being sarcastic? "Nevermind 


"No, | know exactly what you mean. Well, maybe not exactly, but my own version of experiencing that. | can 


relate." 

"I just feel like lately Jeff's been pulling away from me. And it's not like he cheats or wants to break up. It's 
more gradual and almost umoticeable, that's until you start looking at things now versus the way they were 
three months ago." 

"Have you talked to him about this?" 

"OF course not. That'll just scare him off" 

"Well, if he loves you.. You do do the whole ‘I love you' thing, right?" 

What. What kind of a question is that? "Yeah, we love each other." 

"Well then maybe, just maybe he will be happy to have you come to him about this. Maybe he'll even be 
relieved, if you've noticed things have changed then surely he has too. For all you know, he's thinking the exact 
same thing about you right now." 

"You make it sound so easy." 

‘It's..a theory." 

"Are you seeing anyone?" 

"Nooo, no." 

"Yeah, figures." 


* eK 


"Who came up with the genius idea to have a basketball game at the park, outside, in the middle of 


November?" 


"Who wears cowboy hats in the middle of November?" Xana blows a cloud of smoke in my face and | fan it 


with my hand. 
‘| mean, they can't even get the ball in, the gangrene's setting in already." 


"What are you talking about? Its 30-37" 


Its hard to get it in when the ground is wet and slippery," someone butts in 
"| don't know. It just looks like it's pretty hard to miss, the hoop's right there." 


"Your nose is hard to miss, Stone!" Andy cackles, adding a couple of unconvincing ‘hee hee's at the end - his 
way of letting you know he's joking so people don't start going after him. 


"Is that Kat?" | notice a bouncy head of red hair in my peripheral vision and turn to in fact see her and Eva 
walking around the basketball court. 


"Yeah. | invited her," Xana answers casually. 

"Wow, you must really like her!" 

"What is the meaning of this?!" Andy grasps his chest and him and Xana start fake quarrelling. 

"Hey, guys!" Kat greets everyone once her and Eva join us along everyone else on the bleachers. 

"I didn't know you're into basketball," | scoot over to make some room for them, consequently pushing Bruce. 
‘lm not, but Eva is, hence me bringing her." 


"What is this? You didn't tell me he’s gonna be here," Eva mumbles angrily while staring at half naked Jeff 


pouncing around the court with a bunch of other dude-bros. 
"Swear on my mother's life, | didn’t know," Kat widens her eyes. 


"So tell me, my child, how did she get you to come here?" | lower my voice and nod ever so slightly in the 
general direction of Xana when Andy starts pestering Eva with his never ending questions and stories, 


basketball themed this time. 


Kat quickly glances at our friends and leans closer to me until the brim of my hat is bending against her head. 
"Well, if you get to have fun leading her on, | wanna be in on it too." 


"The student becomes the master. Wait, when did she invite you?" 


| ran into her a couple of days ago and she said you're all gonna get together to watch some friends play and 


that | should come hang too. Although.. Now that | think about it, she might have planned to run into me." 
| quietly laugh at Kat's widened eyes. "I wouldn't put it past her." 


"Oh this is perfect, it totally looks like we're doing the thing that people who like each other dol" She whispers 
excitedly. 


"What?" 

"You know, having our heads bent so close together." 

She is super close, that is definitely a fact right now. But we did talk about it, we both came out and made it 
clear that neither of us has a thing for the other. | mean, | might have a little crush on Kat, but | pretty 
much have a little crush on every girl | know. "Heh, yeah." 

"You want some?" She whips out a little metal flask and offers it to me. 

"What is this?" 

"Oh, you know, a little something to keep me warm. | come prepared." 


"That's being prepared? Pft:" 


"What, you have a better suggestion? You wanna put your arms around me?" She mocks me with a scrunched 


up nose. 
"Surel I'm not kissing you though, that's where | draw the line." 

‘Ouch. That stings a little. But | have no desire to be kissed by you either, so I'll let it slide.” 

Eva eventually escapes Andy's smothering friendliness so Kat and | halt our performance for the time being 
and end up sharing her whiskey between the three of us. | myself couldn't have come up with a better plan to 


save myself from dying out of basketball induced boredom. 


Finally, after another torturous forty minutes of frozen toes and fingers, the game is over. | couldn't really 


say who won though. 


"Come on, itll be fun! One on one!" Andy starts coaxing Eva to shoots some hoops with him, now that he's 
learned she used to play basketball for years. "Or we can play a little game against Jeff!" 


‘I'm not really interested in playing Jeff" 
"We don't have to," Andy holds up his palm in defence. 


"Yeah, lets go, Eva," Bruce perks up too all of a sudden, and eventually the three of them get up and shuffle 
towards the middle of the court. 


"Where's Heather?" 


"Why would you bring her up without warning?" | glare at Kat following her question 
"| figured she'd be here to watch her boyfriend! 

"| dont know where she is but | certainly don't miss her.” 

"| think she's okay," 

"You clearly haven't spent much time around her: 

"Im sure | could cope with doing that if she was my friend's girlfriend. Its not like you have to date her.” 
"The way she thinks I'm Jeff's personal chauffer and babysitter, | might as well be dating her too’ 

"She can't help the fact that you and Jeff are joined at the hip” 

"She literally wishes she was joined at the hip with Jeff" 

'She's..attached" 

"She's a bitch 

"| dont like that word" 

"Is this our first fight?" 

"Yeah! And lm breaking up with you, Stone” 


| snort a laugh at Kats exclamation and watch her light a cigarette that she just rolled Hey, wait a second.. 


"What if we could break them up?!" 
"Who?" 
"Who do you think?" 


‘I'm not breaking anyone up and even if | was, I'd be doing it with someone I've known for at least like five 


years.” 
‘Five years is an appropriate amount of time to go from friends to evil masterminds?" 


Kat shrugs and hands me her cigarette. Its bad enough that Jeffs being a basket case about this whole 
situation, but by staying with Heather he makes us all suffer too. Plus whenever he shows up at rehearsals 


irritated and jittery, you can count on him having just hung out with her. And she's just been getting more 
intense by the hour. Heather is truly the paradigm of psycho girlfriends. 


"Well look at that..." 


| follow Kat's gaze to see Eva, now free of her wool jacket, dribbling the ball while Jeff tries to block her. 


"Amazing." 

"Somehow they look more civil than I've ever seen them in each other vicinity." 

"| told you they'd be fine." 

"Well, wait a second, they're playing basketball against each other. They're still not friends." 
‘| give them..until the end of the year. What's your bet?" 

"Are we betting money?" 

"Of course. That goes without saying." 


"| don't know. | don't know Jeff, obviously, but Eva has really strong opinions about people. It'd take a miracle to 
change her mind." 


"And in this case, the miracle would be Heather breaking up with Jeff" 

Kat sighs and takes her cigarette back "That might happen sooner than you'd think" 
"What?" 

"Just a gut feeling based on what I've observed 


‘Oh, Kat, only you know how to truly make me happy!" | grab her hands, one of them holding the cigarette 


butt, and jerk her closer in an exaggerated imitation of a classic soap opera move. 


"Interesting," a familiar voice mumbles before its owner plops down on the higher row behind us. "I hope l'm 
not interrupting anything?" 


I4. you've got to cultivate what you need to need 


"Hey, Chris!" Andy waves at me from the edge of the basketball court where he's sitting on the ground, 
clutching a big wool piece of fabric, someone's jacket | think | mirror his hand gesture and continue on towards 


the bleachers where | see a few other familiar faces. 


It seems | have missed the entire game but at least everyone's still here. | see Xana talking to a couple of 
people; I'm sure | know their names but | couldn't remember what they are right now. There's another little 
group of friendly faces. Once | reach the end of the bleacher benches | notice Kat and Stone on the other side. 
| climb onto the top row and | start making my way towards them when | notice there's something..unusual in 


their communication. They're..holding hands and gazing at each other? 

| thought Kat really didn't have a thing for Stone, that's what she told me anyway. Maybe she really doesn't 
though, maybe it's all Stone? How long could she resist him though if he tried to woo her? What, with his big 
green eyes and the face of a baby angel. "Interesting," | sit down behind them. "I hope I'm not interrupting 
anything?" 

Kat's whole body jerks as she retracts her arms from Stone and they both say hi to me. Is this supposed to 
be a secret? Why wouldn't she tell me? Why would she tell me? It's not like we're fiends.. | mean, we are 
friends, definitely, but | guess if she has a thing going with Stone that she wants to keep a secret, even if she 
told someone, she has no reason for that someone to be me. 


"Who won?" 


Kat looks at me a somewhat confused by my question but Stone answers with a shrug. "It was so 


overwhelmingly interesting, | just lost track" 


"Oh, yeah. No idea," Kat catches up with the conversation Of course they wouldn't have any idea, what with all 


this romancing going on. 
"Chris!" 


| turn to Xana's voice as she motions for me to come over, so | leave the two lovebirds and jump off the 


bleachers. "Xana" 

"Where were you?" 

"Taking Lucy out for a walk" 

"What? You left before we did. It's been like four hours, you missed the whole game" 


| can't help it, that dog just won't stop walking.” 


She arches an eyebrow and drops the topic. Good. If there's one person who understands my need for solitude 
and forest walks, it's definitely Xana. And | know how much she wants to give me a motherly lecture about 
missing this basketball game after | had committed to coming, but she's resisting the urge and | am super 
grateful. 

"So what do you think?" She casts a glance at something behind me and | know she means Kat and Stone. 
When Xana told me that she invited Kat, and that Kat agreed to come, | was pretty surprised. Granted, that 
was before | saw her hold hands with Stone. "I think.the Earth is definitely round. If it was flat, cats would 
have pushed everything off of the edge of it" 

"Christopher" 

"What? | dont really see a point in butting into their business." 

"Don't. | just asked what you think" 

"I think they were holding hands when | got here." 

"Really? Damnit, | missed that." 

"Aw you poor thing," | mock her and she narrows her eyes at me. 

"They need to hang out alone. One on one.” 

"Seriously, Xana, why do you care so fucking much about this?" 

| don't want Stone to miss out on something good." 

"Xana," | put my palms together pleadingly. "Stone is a big boy." 

"Maybe | just like to be right 


"Well, by the looks of it, you must have been right about at least one of them." 


"I think | was right about both of them. They've been sitting there snuggled up together ever since Kat and 
Eva got here." 


"It is pretty cold, maybe they're just keeping warm." 


"By whispering and giggling?" 


"Stone always giggles.” 

"Don't get jealous... 

"What? Why would | be jealous? I'm not jealous." 

"Stone was never going to choose you over Jeff anyway.’ 

Oh. Of course she means jealous of Stone. "Now youre being jealous, Xana." 

I'm definitely not jealous of either one of them. Why would | be? It's not like / want to woo Kat. | honestly 
wasn't planning on doing anything like that. | just thought, | don't know, that we kinda had a thing, like a 
connection. Like one of those..natural attraction things. | thought maybe she liked me a little? I'm not delusional, 
| didn't think she's into me for real, but | just hoped maybe she had a little crush or something. What the hell 
am | even thinking about? It's like I'm fifteen again and | just want to be liked by this cool girl. Tss. | need to 


stop drinking, the brain damage is becoming irreversible. 


"Honest though, if Stoney stops being such a pussy and gets together with Kat | think everyone's going to 
benefit and be happier." 


"How?" 


"Stone will be happy, Kat will be happy, Stone will have less time to annoy other people, namely Jeff. And he 
might even become a less annoyingly sarcastic person as a whole." 


"Kat's pretty sarcastic in her own right" 
"Have you ever heard of the power of love, Chris?" 
"The Huey Lewis song?" 


"Ha ha" 


"Why are you even talking about love, anyway? They hold hands once and they're in love? What is this, second 


grade?" 

"Hey, why are you getting so riled?" Xana shoots me an unimpressed look. 

"l'm not getting riled." 

"Chris, | swear to god, sometimes | really can't understand why you haven't tried to kiss Stone yet." 


* eK 


It's times like these that | wish | had a roommate - someone just rang the doorbell and I'd give everything to 
not have to get up and go see who it is. Not just because l'm tired and feeling lazy, but also because l'm 
working on some art and | hate being interrupted. Alas, | put the brush down on a folded piece of paper towel 
and go get the door. As l'm crossing the living room | catch the glow of the digital clock under the TV. Who 


the hell is coming here at ten to ten in the evening? 
"Hey, baby!" Heather beams at me as | swing the door open 
‘Oh, hey. Did we agree to hang out tonight?" Maybe | forgot? 


"No, but | thought I'd surprise you." She steps inside and | follow her into the living room. "Ferris Bueller's Day 
Off is on tonight, | just felt like hanging out with you and watching it. | brought some popcorn too!" She holds 
up a colourful bag of unpopped popcorn. 


Hmm. Honestly, not the greatest idea she's ever had, considering | work in the morning and Mother Love Bone 
is playing a show tomorrow night. | probably shouldn't say anything though, | don't want to start an argument 


over this. 


Thing is, lately Heather's been wanting to hang out a lot. | man, A LOT. Problem is, we're both busy, so | don't 
even ever enjoy it as much as | used to. | can't relax and have fun if I'm trying to squeeze it in between 
serious responsibilities and tasks. Every time I've tried to explain it to her though she gets all dramatic, but in 


like a passive way, and then | feel like I'm being a jerk and doing something wrong. 

"Uh, cool, sure. | might fall asleep though, | got a long day tomorrow." 

"That's okay, lll just stay the night here. We can just have a chill evening, just rest 

"Cool. lIl go make the popcorn" | take the bag from her and quickly kiss her before walking to the kitchen 


Shit, | gotta wash the brushes. | dump the popcorn in a pan and make a tin foil lid for it, and then go clean up 
my little workshop in the bedroom. 


Maybe | should say something? l'm sure she could understand? Contrary to what my dickhead friends think, 
Heather doesn't mean any harm. She just wanted to come hang out with her boyfriend, is all. Sure she could 
have checked in with me, and if she had | would have told her that | just wanted to chill and hit the sack here 


soon. 


"Baby, the movie's about to start!" Heather hollers from the couch as | go back to the kitchen to get the 


popcorn. 


"Yeah, I'm here." | walk into the living room with a bowl in my hand and take a seat next to her. | dip my eyes 


to my lap for a moment; I'm gonna do it. "Hey, babe, |-" 


"l'm so glad-" 

"Oh, sorry. You go.” 

"No, you go first," Heather shakes her head, making her hair bounce. 

"| was just gonna say.. | was planning on going to bed pretty soon before you came over." 
"Oh." 

Fucking shit, I'm all too familiar with that ‘oh’. 

"Come on, don't get mad. It's just that | got a long day tomorrow." 

"Well fine, if you want me to leave I'l leave." 


"No, | don't want you to leave now. | would have appreciated you telling me you wanted to come over first 


though." 

"Why? So you could have told me to not come?" 

"Well.. Yeah." | admit sheepishly; that's generally my point. 

"Oh this is so bad!" She sighs through whining. 

"What's so bad? | just need to get some sleep, babe." 

"Literally everything is more important to you than spending time with me lately.” 
"Of course sleep's important to me!" 

"Jesus, you're not even trying to deny it" 

"What the hell has gotten into you?" 


"Oh | don't know, maybe the fact that | feel like I'm not even your girlfriend anymore? Like I'm the only one 
who's putting an effort into this relationship!" 


"What?!" What the hell? Where is this all coming from? Sure I've noticed Heather's gotten more..intense lately, 
but it's not like /stopped doing anything that | used to do as her boyfriend. 


"Yeah, | feel like we're drifting apart and you don't even care, Jeff!" 


"Who's drifting apart? We're just both busy, that's all." 
"See! You. Don't. Care." She folds her arms across her chest and turns away pointedly. 


| can't pretend that | don't care about money, because | need to pay the rent, so therefore | need to sleep so 


that | am capable of going to work" Patience. Patience, Jeff. 

"Oh please, stop hiding behind those excuses. I'm not talking about work, I'm talking about you and me." Her 
voice goes down and she looks at me again, except now her eyes look silky and not hostile anymore all of a 
sudden, "I'm just scared, babe, okay.. | don't want to lose you." 

"You're not going to lose me. What are you even talking about?" 

"When's the last time we hung out? Just you and me?" 

"Um... Last week." 

"So you think once a week is enough?" 


"I didn't make our schedules clash, | can't really do anything about it” 


Heather opens her mouth and her breath catches before she sighs. "You're right, baby. It's not your fault, 


you didn't hire Eva, and now you're the one who has to suffer working with her." 

"Yeah.. But don't worry about me." 

"IFs just not fair, she's not even good at her job. Why does John keep her there?" 

"Eh she's not that bad" 

As soon as the words leave my mouth Heather's whole face changes. "What?" 

| mean, I'm getting better at not letting her get under my skin Just like not paying attention, you know." 

| worked with Eva a couple of times since the basketball game, and the other day we actually had a little 
civilised conversation about sports. Speaking of, | swear when | saw her walking over towards the basketball 
court with Andy and Bruce | thought | must have died during the game and went to hell where an exact 
replica of Eva was going to torture me into infinity. But it actually turned out to be pretty..fun. We shot some 


hoops, she was pretty into it, | think, and all this shit from work just kinda translated into a healthy, 


competitive game. 


| mean, I'm not saying that we're going to be friends now, but at least Raison may not continue to be a 
battlefield anymore. Its a nice charge. All that hostility at work was getting on my nerves. Now it seems like 
it's become easier to just give each other space and do our thing while we're working together. And anyway, 
when a person takes the time to talk to me like a normal human being, | feel less inclined to get on their case. 
Now that | know Eva is capable of basic human interactions, | feel better about letting her talk to customers 


without having to constantly watch her. Plus, she's pretty good at basketball. | can respect that. 

"Well, when she finally gets fired make sure John gets in touch with me." 

"What about your other two jobs?" 

"| can quit my cashier job whenever. I'd rather spend more time with you," Heather smiles at me sweetly. 
"Well don't quit it yet, we're good on staff right now." 

"Yeah, but, come on, let's be real, how long can that bitch last at Raison?" 

Ouch. It's weird, but now that I'm over that whole thing, hearing Heather say this sounds ten times more rude 
and harsh than it did before. | guess for a while | was mad at Stone for being such a pushy asshat, and | was 
irritated by Eva, and stressed about work and our band, but now half of those things are off my shoulders, 
and now | feel like all of a sudden I'm in the middle of someone else's battlefield 

These past couple of months Heather and | have been bonding all over again over talking shit about Eva, so no 
wonder she gets all silky eyed and calm during this topic. It's almost like lately that's the main thing that keeps 
us taking and laughing together.. Except that I'm beginning to get tired of it. And I'm also starting to feel like an 
awful person. | don't like being this hateful prick but | think | already let it escalate this much partly because | 


could see that it was bringing me and Heather closer together. Huh. | guess that's what she meant then.. 


* * ¥ 
"Mark, give us two dollars, we ordered a pizza," Steve stretches his arm towards me with the palm facing 


upwards as | grab the telephone, planning on making a call in the bathroom, away from prying eyes and spying 


ears. 
"What kind of pizza?" 

"You know, a pizza. Crust and everything." 
"What else?" 

"Sauce." 


"What else?" 


"Cheese 
"What else?" 

"That's about it" 

"| dont want a pizza” 
"Then why did you ask?" 
"| was open to seduction” 


"Shucks, | could have done better... Anyway, the big pizza is eight dollars. That's four times two. There's four 
of us. Two dollars." Steve wiggles his fingers. 


‘lm not hungry.” 
"But we are!" 
"Why didn't you eat the peanuts at the bar?" 


Lately thats a big part of my diet - whatever is free at the bar of the venue we're playing at, and such. 
We're all running way low on cash, and we still have nine day of this tour left, so it's becoming pretty tight. 


"You threatened to stab Matt if he so much as touched your peanuts again" 

"I was hungry!" | cackle. 

"Come on, Mark, don't be a scrooge," Danny joins Steve's pleads. 

‘I'm already going to have to borrow money from Bobby the manager." 

"Exactly! So what's two dollars for you?" Matt pipes up. 

"Fiiline. Have at it, kids. | will go on a stabbing spree if | don't get my quarter of a pizza 
"| thought you weren't hungry?" 


"lll save it for a special occasion" 


"Like for when you're hungry?" 


"Exactly!" | point at Steve and disappear in the bathroom, closing the door behind me. 

| don't know what's gotten into me, must be the bed bugs or something, but these past few days I've been 
wanting to see Kristi. Its weird. Now that she's back in Seattle and I'm away on tour, the idea of having her 
around doesn't seem so exhausting anymore. | figure maybe if | call her and hear her talk, itll go away. So | sit 


down on the closed toilet bowl lid, place the telephone on the edge of the sink, and press the receiver to my 


ear. 
"Hello?" 

"Darling, you have to stop calling me at home, my wife's getting suspicious." 

A long pause ensues. "Mark?" 

"How did you manage to sound so surprised and suspicious just by saying my name?" 
| haven't heard from you in almost three weeks." 

"I know! | kept trying to call you but | kept messing up your number. Finally though!" 
‘Mark.. What do you want?" 

"Well you sound excited to hear my voice after three weeks of worrying and waiting.” 


"You literally haven't bothered to call me for weeks, so don't think I'm going to be overjoyed now that you 
decided to do so." 


| let out an exaggerated sigh. "Fair point” 

"So what happened? Do you need me to bail you out or something?" 

"Nah." 

"You're bored then? Surely you wouldn't be calling me without a reason?" 

"Nah, | just wanted to hear your voice." 

"Wow." 

"Now seeing as | called for that reason, maybe you wanna talk more? Like, tell me how you've been and such?" 


"Fine. Good. l'm good. Been working a lot" 


"Making that money, eh?" 
"Is that what you need? Did you call to borrow money?" 


"Nah... | mean, | always need it, but not from you. It hurts me that you'd even think that, Kristine." | pretend to 
be deeply offended. 


"How are you, Mark?” 

"Im alright. Kinda excited to be done with this tour: 

"You missed Seattle already?" 

‘Let's say Seattle and its contents. Happy six month anniversary, by the way.” 

"That would have been literally two weeks ago.” 

"Hey, | remembered though. Exactly six months and two weeks ago you tricked me into going out with you 


"Mark, why do you always have to be such an asshole about everything?" She sighs out a clearly rhetorical 


question. 
| don't know, because that's what | find funny? Because it's easier than taking everything seriously? | don't 
know, the humankind may never find out. "Because | like you, Kristi, obviously. Haven't you ever heard of boys 


pulling on girls’ pigtails?" 


"Of course, Mark Of course you do." This time her voice sounds softer somehow, like she isn't picturing my 


gruesome death in her head anymore. 

"So what else have you been up to? Aside from contributing to capitalism?" 

‘Oh you know, going to some shows, seeing some movies, hanging with some friends. The usual." 

"Yeah? What bands? Anything new happening?" 

"Nah, same old. | saw Alice In Chains the other day. Did you know that your neighbour is dating Mike Starr?" 
"Yeah?" 

"Uh huh, the blonde one." 


"Oh yeah, Gwen. That's right. What about it?" Hell knows why, but I'm enjoying listening to Kristi, even though | 


don't even understand why she's telling me about my neighbours love life. Shit, | have actually missed her. 


"Mel says it's not looking like it's gonna last much longer though." 
"Who?" 

"Melinda. My friend, Mike's sister." 

‘Oh. Why?" 

"Oh you know those guys, they change girls more than socks." 
"Hm. Remind me again, why are we talking about this?" 

"| don't know, you asked about bands, and | just remembered that." 
‘| see, | see.” 

"So when are you coming back?" 


"Next Sunday. Are you going to meet me with flowers and everything? | mean, you don't need to go all out, but 


a dozen red roses would be nice." 

Kristi laughs and it doesn't even sound annoying in the least. Wow. "I miss you, Mark" 

"Well mark down the days, because I'll be back in nine and you'll regret saying you miss me." 
‘Its real nice that you called" 

‘It's nice that you picked up!" 

"Well, | didn't know it was you," she makes us both chuckle. "I gotta go now though.’ 

"Oh. Okay, cool. I'll see you soon" 

"Yeah, see ya, Mark." 


Huh. That was actually pretty nice. | walk out of the bathroom to find Steve drawing a family of penises on the 
wall behind the TV, and he gives me a weird look 


"Why are you so smiley?" 


"Large mouth, can't help it," | shrug. "I thought we'd agreed to restrict your artistic endeavours to back 


stages of venues?" 


"This is pencil, itll come off. I'm just practising," he grins at me and goes back to it. 

x 

"Don't forget your keys, Mike," she spins the key ring on her finger as | get out of her car. 
"Wasn't going to, doll," | bend over and lean on the passenger seat to retrieve the said keys. 
"Who says doll anymore? You sound like an old weirdo." 

"Whatever, doll." 


"You are a weirdo. | still don't understand why | had to ask my friend to use her car just so we could make 


out in here. We could have just used your car." 

"No, we couldn't have." 

"Do you have a corpse in your trunk or something?" The girl wrinkles her nose at me. 

"More like a skeleton" 

As | spin on my heel to walk back inside Rock Candy | can hear and smell her spray some more of that 
perfume that | noticed the second | stepped outside to have a cigarette and she was there with her friends. Of 
course | wouldn't let her get anywhere near my car and stink it up like that. | mean, it doesn't smell bad, it's 
all flowery and girly, but | don't need Gwen getting suspicious and asking questions. 

And speaking of, she's about to get off work in a few minutes, so | gotta go wash my face and meet her 
outside the back door. | promised to give her a ride home, again. It's become this thing that we do every other 
day when she works, because apparently Eva has the final say when it comes to them sharing her car. Its 
kind of getting old to be honest. It's monotonous and worst of all, | think Gwen really likes that. 

| do like her all the same, that hasn't changed, but I'm starting to feel like, | don't know, trapped. Like | still 
don't get why people want monogamous, steady relationships at this point in our lives. When I'm forty maybe, 
yeah, but not right now. H's just sad and dull. 

"Hey." 

"Hey, gorgeous." | throw my arm across Gwen's shoulders when we meet outside. 


"What's that smell?" 


"What smell?" 


"It's like..sweet, like perfume." 


Shit. | pointedly sniffle the air; it's probably better to agree. | mean it's too obviously there to deny. "Yeah, | 


smell it too." 


"Some girls just don't know when to stop.." Gwen yawns. "Ah, I'm fucking exhausted. | just want to have dinner 


and go to bed." 
"Yeah? You don't wanna have a drink or something?" 
"Definitely not, | don't even want to move." 


Well that sounds like a fun night for me..not. We get into my car and | turn the radio on, but that excitement 
doesn't last too long either. 


"Can you not? My ears are still ringing because of that stupid speaker behind the bar." 
"Sure." 


Next, | fish out a cigarette pack from my jacket pocket and shake it to get one out and seat it between my 


lips, but as soon as Gwen sees it she protests again. "Do you mind not smoking?" 
"Since when are you opposed to smoking?" 
"Since working at a bar where literally everyone smokes all the time." 


"Alright then" | take it out of my mouth and toss it on top of the dashboard while simultaneously trying not 
to crash my car into a wall to end my own misery because l'm realising | somehow ended up in a twenty year 


old marriage. 


We drive the rest of the way in silence, which is fine by me. l'm not that into pointless talking anyway, it's just 
that usually Gwen and | have other ways to fill the silence. Hell, what am | doing? I'll eventually just disappoint 
us both. Clearly she is perfectly happy with routine and commitment, which just blows my damn mind. | mean, 


why?! 


But on the other hand, Gwen's different from all the other girls. She's so bold and unapologetically sexy and 
smart. Maybe its worth it to stick through the lows like this for the highs, which | live for. Anyway, that's 
something to think about another time. Maybe when I'm forty I'll be ready to spend that much time 


philosophising over relationships. 


"You okay?" | stretch my arm and put my hand on the back of Gwen's neck once | park the car outside her 
building. 


"Yeah, of course." 

"You need anything?" | tangle my thumb in her hair, massaging her neck as | do. 
"Um, no, | don't think so." 

"Anything? H | can be of any help, just let me know, okay?" 

"Yeah. Thanks, Mike. Well, actually, | was thinking of joining a dance class." 

What class now? "Really? What kind of dance?" 

"Latin dance. For couples, not like line dancing or anything." 

"Hm. That's cool.” 

"Thing is, | hear there's not that many guys. It'd be great if you wanted to come with me." 
"Um..." 

‘Its just once a week" 

"Hm..." 

"Then I'd always have someone to dance with." 

“Eee 

"l just feel stagnant lately, | need a way to get loose and have fun, you know?" 


Well that sounds nice. Once a week.. | just have to make sure none of my friends ever find out, because 


otherwise | will be ridiculed to death. So | guess | could give it a shot..maybe. "Once a week when?" 
"Wednesdays." 

"| guess | could give it a go. For you, only for you, gorgeous.” 

"Great." Gwen leans in to kiss me. 

"So, you wanna go upstairs and chill in your room or something?" 


"| have to eat first, but you're welcome to join" 


"So what the hell is latin dance anyway?" | ask as we get out of the car and head for the entrance of the 
building. 


‘Only the most passionate dance ever? Imagine a club somewhere in Cuba. Sweaty, dirty, hot.. But the way 
they dance is almost spiritual. Elevated. It's like the most raw communication between two people." 


"Wow, you're really into it, huh?" 


"I feel free when | dance. | actually used to take classes when | was at UW for a bit. | can show you some 


moves upstairs." 


"Weren't you just saying you don't even want to move?" Not that I'm complaining though. A private dance 


show? Hell yeah. 


"No, you don't understand, Mike. This kind of dance is what helps me relax. You'll see," her deep brown eyes 
twinkle at me. This is why | can't end this. This is why | keep running to her every time she needs a ride or 


something. I'm addicted to all that fire behind Gwer's eyes, | can't help it. 


When we get to the top floor, our conversation is interrupted by pretty loud banging and rolling noises, which 


a moment later turn out to be Gwen's redhead roommate and her skateboard. 
"What the hell are you doing, Kat?" 

"Learning to do ollies." 

"Why are you doing it here?" 

‘Its cold outside. Plus it's the middle of the night.” 


Gwen knits her eyebrows together, although still smiling, at her roommates answer, and gives me a little shrug 
before leading the way into the apartment. | will never understand why she's friends with these girls. Lizzy's 
okay, but the other two just rub me the wrong way. 


As soon as we're inside, Gwen takes of her jacket and darts for the fridge. Oh yeah, I'd forgotten about her 
hunger. | got too excited about that private dance thing. | was right though, the boring, dull, mundane low bits 
are fine, if I'm getting a reward afterwards. And as long as Gwen knows how to keep me entertained, I'll stick 


around. 


I5. work matters and girls' bedrooms 


Skateboarding is so much harder than people make it seem. | can go straight, | can turn, | can turn around at 
this point, and | can sort of jump up. And that's just within the confinements of the hallway and the laundry 


room. Turns out a week is not enough to prepare you for the streets. 

| let my skateboard roll and hit the wall as | jump off it to take a sip of my whisky and apple juice that | had 
seated on top of one of the washing machines. Speaking of drinks, | wonder what time it is? | got back from 
work, had a snack, gave Llzzy and Gwen a hand in getting the apartment ready for Lizzy's birthday party, and 
went downstairs, so if my calculations are correct, people should start coming over about now. 

| wonder if Jeff is coming, since the rest of his band are. Last time | dropped by at Raison, it almost seemed 
like him and Eva were being friendly towards each other. Although when asked about it all she said was ‘I'll let 
him live, for now: 

| guess | can do five more minutes and then go back upstairs. | grab my skateboard again and attempt to jump 
on it mid air so that I'd start rolling once | land, like I've seen so many people do so effortlessly, but... "Ouch!" 
My foot slips and | land on the side of my ankle. Well there goes that. As | limp back upstairs | run into a few 
familiar faces; some | remember from university, some | know as Lizzy's current or ex coworkers. 

"Oh, there you are." Gwen greets me as soon as | walk in. 

"Why? Were you looking for me?" 


"No, | just noticed you were gone." 


"There's a lot of people already. What time is it?" | scan the living room with my eyes; there's probably about 
twenty people here already. 


“Twenty to nine." 


"Wow, | didn't realize. | should probably change? Make myself look more presentable for all of our soon to be 


drunk friends." 


"You look fine, Kat. | like this dress," Gwen tugs at my black dress spangled with little different coloured 


flowers all over. 
“Because it looks like I'm wearing something other than all black?" 
"Yeah!" She laughs out. 


"How's my eyeliner?" 


"Sharp and crisp. Could slit a throat or two." 

When | reemerge from my bedroom after putting the skateboard away there's even more people, everyone 
mingling and drinking, and listening to music, and laughing. | look around to see if | can latch myself onto any one 
of the little groups, and | spot a couple of my friends that Lizzy probably invited more for me than for 
herself. | start making my way towards them when | nearly bump into a tangle of arms and hair that is Lizzy 
and Jerry locked in an embrace while he's wishing her a happy birthday. 


"Leave some room for Jesus, you guys." 


"Kat!" Lizzy whines and swats me as the two of them peel off of each other and fall into a conversation about 


something. 


* eK 


"Well, make yourselves at home and have fun!" | wave at a group of three girls | know from my economics 
Y group 9 y 


class back at UW after they captured me in a group hug and wished me a happy birthday. 

‘I'm sure we willl" 

"Hey, birthday girl." 

‘Jerry! How's it going?" | return his big smile as he rocks on his feet a little. 

"By the looks of it, I'm in for a fun night, so I'd say l'm doing great. But enough about me, we're all here 
because of you," he pulls me into a big, slightly awkward hug, because he's so much taller than my five feet. "I 
wish you the happiest birthday you've had so far." 

"Leave some room for Jesus, you guys!" Kat darts past us. 

"Kat!" 

Jerry breaks the hug and smiles down at me; he has a very..serene smile, kind of as if his face is just 
supposed to always be smiling, like that's its natural expression. "I'm glad you were born. You make my job way 
less awful and you're a great friend to share shocking secrets with." 

“Thanks, Jerry!" 


| mean it" He bobs his head at me. "And you look really nice tonight, too." 


"Right back at ya!" 


Ever since Jerry started working as a water guy at Fairmont, I've grown a lot fonder of him. At first | only 
knew him as just another musician, fun to party with, but not much more than that. Plus that whole trick 
with touching elbows didn't reflect too well on him as a potential friend. But now that | know a little more 
about him, like that he has a girlfriend, and how close he is to his friends who pretty much replaced a family 
in his life, that he's a nice, caring person, and how passionate he is about music, | really enjoy running into him 


at work when | do. 


"So, this is where you guys-! mean, you girls live, huh?" He hooks his thumbs through his jeans belt holes and 


looks around. 
"You want me to give you a tour? There's not much to see, but..." 
"Sure!" 


"Well, this table right here is usually covered in past tenants’ mail, except for when we actually sit down to 
eat dinner all at the same time. That corner couch by the door is Matt Lukin's favorite place in the world, | 
think, because he's always hanging out there when they're not on tour. That's the kitchen. As you can see, so 
far, its all just one big room. | don't mind it though, | think it's more cozy this way. Like for instance if I'm 
preparing food and Eva's working on her research papers at the table, we're still in the same room, we don't 


have to be separated." 
"Cancer research, right?" 


"Huh? Oh, yeah. Eva's doing a PhD in cancer research. You know.." | notice a slight shift in Jerry's expression at 
this topic, and now | know why. "Eva's lost someone too. Two of her uncles on either side of the family died 
from cancer. That's why her old folks aren't that excited about her choice. But | think that's why she wants to 
do it." 


"That's..really cool. | mean, not the people dying part, obviously.” 


"Yeah. Anyway, let's continue," | beckon Jerry to follow me to the narrow nook between Gwen and my 
bedrooms that's just wide enough for a small couch and a window above it. "Eva and Kat sometimes smoke out 
the window kneeling on this couch. They really shouldn't do that.. Apart from that though anyone barely ever 
uses this couch. Again, | think it's because it feels like the most isolated part of the apartment, even though 
technically it's still the same room. That's the bathroom.’ 


"That's good to remember for later." 
"Yeah! And that's about it. Obviously, there's four bedrooms. That's Gwen's right here," | swing the door open 


and let Jerry peak inside. "And my bedroom is right here," | turn around and open the corresponding door. "You 


want to see it?" 


Jerry's breath catches and he gives me a strange look. "Uh... You mean.." He glances into my room behind me 


and then at everyone in the living room. 
"What? You don't want to? H's okay if you don't want to." 
"Lizzy, | think you're really attractive, but are you sure?..” 


What? What does that mean? | look into my bedroom over my shoulder and then at Jerry again.. "Oh! No! 


That's not what | meant, at all" | slap a hand over my mouth 
"Luh... Oh" 

"Oh my gosh!" 

"Hey, | didn't want to assume, its just that.it could have been.it sounded like." 


"Nol | really just wanted to show you my room, no hidden meanings. | wouldn't do that. Plus, | know you have a 


girlfriend" 
"Of course, yeah. It's totally my bad." 


"Is okay.” What the shit?! "So uh, anyway, that's my bedroom... You know, there's actually not much to see in 


there really, its just a room" 
"Yeah, totally, bedrooms are all the same, what with the beds and. stuff" 

"Yeah" 

"Cool" 

Cool? More like awkward. Oh gosh this got so awkward so fast! "So, did | show you the kitchen?" 
"Yep, you did’ 

"Yeah, that's right" | laugh but it comes out sounding like a super nervous giggle. 


"Honest to god, | didn't mean anything, | wasn't projecting or anything. | was just caught off guard" He grins at 
me looking somewhat uncomfortable, although I'm sure | feel way worse than he does. 


"Yeah. | know. Ohl | didn't even offer you a drink! We must go get something from the kitchen 


"Layne and | brought a bottle of whiskey. | just need to find him," Jerry scans the room with his narrowed 
eyes and spots his friend by the fridge so we make our way towards him. 


* eK 


"Mike's still not here?" Eva observes as we're standing next to the fridge, picking out whatever the next drink 
is going to be for us tonight: 


"Yeah, he said he'd come a little later." 

"Why? What is he doing tonight?" 

"| don't know, some kind of odd job that he's going to make a little money from." 

"He didn't tell you what job?" 

"Oh don't do this, okay? | know you don't like him but | have my own head on my shoulders.” 

I'm not doing anything, Gwen. | just asked because | think that's weird." 

"Well, | don't." 

"Okay. And for the record, | wasn't doinganything. | know of all people, you can take care of yourself." 

"Good. Now what are we drinking?" 

"Gin and tonic all the way.’ 

"How unadventurous. | think I'm going to have one of those Greek beers.” 

| appreciate Eva's care and there's been times when her input has really helped me in the relationship 
department. But not now. I'm an adult, I'm a university graduate, | can deal with my own stuff without anyone's 
help. Plus, | know Mike much better than Eva does, regardless of what she believes. | know what he is and 
what he is not, and I'm willing to work with that. Worst comes to worst, | can dump him anytime. 

| am so into him, I'm on this invincible-feeling high, but | won't put him and his needs before me. That's why 
I'm really hoping this whole thing doesn't go up in flames. | mean, when we're together, it's nearly perfect. If 
only he would push himself more, this relationship could work flawlessly. He even seemed to enjoy our first 


dance class together, which he was sure he wouldn't care for much. 


‘lm really craving a cigarette, you wanna come with?" | ask Eva a little while later but she hesitantly shakes 


her head. 


"Do you smoke inside here?" The sound of Chris‘ voice interrupts us and | turn around to see him holding a 


freshly rolled cigarette. 


"No. Only either above Kat's room or downstairs." 
"Above Kat's room?" 


"She has a skylight," Eva explains. "Although you probably shouldn't do it now because all of these people are 
going to start climbing up there too, and that's just a recipe for a disaster." 


"And besides | saw Kat go into her room with a male companion a few minutes ago. Wouldn't want to interrupt 


that 
"Kat did what with who now?" | instinctively look around although there's no point if Kat's in her room. 
"Well | just assumed it was her room, anyway: 

"That one over there?" 

Yep" 

"Yeah, that's it. Congrats, you assumed right. Now again, did what with who?" 

"Stone, she went in there with Stone just now” 


"Oh" Both Eva and | sigh out losing all interest in that pairing. "Anyway, I'm going to step outside. You're 


responsible for everything for the next ten minutes, Eva" 
"Why me?" She clutches her freshly filled drink a little harder. 
‘lm outside, Kat's with Stone, and Lizzy's high on all the attention and compliments she's getting.” 


"lll tag along too," Chris starts following me towards the door, and | swear | heard Eva mumble ‘of course he 


would: 


"ls a sweet party up there." Chris turns to me once we walk out onto the sidewalk where a handful of other 


people are smoking and chatting. 

"Yeah, thanks to Lizzy's parents." 

"Because..they made her?" He looks at me confused. 

"Because they sent her extra money as a birthday present which she used for all the booze and food" 


"Ah. | see. What about your parents?" 


"What about them?" 


"| don't know, it just sounded like a good question. Keeping the conversation flowing," he shrugs as | squint at 
him, trying to figure out if he recently had a head trauma or if this is how he naturally is. 


"My parents are great people" 
"A perfect little family?" 

‘Kind of, but not exactly. They split up when | was about fifteen" 
"Oh, | didn't know that" 

"Well obviously you didnt. No need to feel sorry for me though: 
"| wasn't about to. So who did you stay with?" 


"My mom. Both me and my little brother. But | still have a wholesome relationship with my dad. He actually 
helped me through university a lot, financially." 


"A wholesome relationship based in money?" Chris eyes me dubiously. 


‘It's not just that. | see him as often as | can, we go on holidays once a year. Nothing fancy, just some time 


set aside for us to hang out together." 

"Trying makes a good man" 

"Its not what it sounds like, it's not his attempt to glue our relationship back together all of a sudden. It's 
always been like that. Pretty soon after my parents got divorced | had to grow up a little and understand that 
their relationship was not about their children" 

"That's a very mature way of looking at it. Very wise of your young teenage self." 

"Yeah, | know. What about you?" 

‘lm a test tube baby." 


"Were you raised by the wolves or something? | just told you about my family, now your turn" 


Chris sighs exaggeratedly and blows smoke out while rolling his eyes. "They're both alcoholics. I'm an aspiring 


alcoholic. It's a family made in heaven." 


"You're not very good at social interactions, are you, Chris?" 

"We can talk about the presidential election if you want to. Does that float your social norms boat?" 
"Oh don't even get me started on the current political mess!" 

* * * 

"Oh! Eval When did you get here?" 

"A few months ago, actually," | respond to Andy's question through laughter. 

"How's it going? How have you been? Are you in therapy?" 

"What? Why?" 

"Because of Jeff, obviously!" Andy cackles throwing his arms up and almost spilling his beer. 

"Oh, yeah, three times a week. Two hour sessions each time." 


The loudest gasp echoes in my ears as Stone pretty much leaps over to us and points an accusing finger at 


me with huge eyes. "Liar!" 

"What? What's going on?" Andy looks at both of us alternately. 

"She liesss! Kat told me everything!" 

"Kat told you what exactly?" 

"She told me that you don't hate Jeff anymore!" 

"Pike 

"Don't pft at me! Kat told me you don't want to murder Jeff anymore and that you two have actually spoken 
to each other on multiple separate occasions. Spoken as in had a civilised conversation!" Stone gives Andy a 
loaded look at the last two words. 

"The plot thickens." Andy drums his fingertips against his bottle excitedly. 


"You can't prove anything, Stone." 


"| don't need to. It's in your heart." 


"Are you on drugs?" 

"On happiness and excitement, yes." 
"Oh please." 

"Don't even try to deny it" 

"What is it to you, anyway?" 


"What is it to me? | was the one who called it from the very beginning. | knew you were going to become 


friends and life will be good." 
"Hold your horses, no one said we're friends.” 


"Hey, | know exactly what you're going through. It's the same with Jeff and me. If he's not plotting killing you, it 


means you're friends. Trust me" 
"Stone" 

"What?" 

| take a deep breath and nod slowly. "You're an idiot" 

"Yeah, that's ri-Wait, what? No! How dare you," he hilariously shakes a fist at me. 
"Hey, Lizzy!" | get my roommates attention as | spot her behind Stone. 


"Happy birthday again, little one," he awkwardly pats her shoulder when she comes over to us. "And you, you 


are Jeff's friend now. Accept it" Stone points at me and turns around, leaving us 
"You're Jeff's friend?” 

"No, Lizzy. Don't listen to that clown. So how much fun are you having tonight?" | yawn out the question 
"So much! Do you think the music's too loud though? It's really late." 

Last time | checked, it was past midnight, but that was a while ago. | think if we stay on this side of two in 
the morning, we should be fine though. "We haven't had any neighbours complain yet, so ld say don't worry 


about it" 


Elizabeth! You gotta do the kegstandl" Some guy hollers at her while a couple others, including Layne, smile 
eagerly at his sides. There's a keg? There's people who call Lizzy Elizabeth? 


"Oh no, no, nooo. | don't need to get any drunker” 

"What do you mean? I's your fuckin’ birthday!" Layne throws his arms up. 

"Eva, you have to protect me." 

"I do iH | volunteer! Jerry comes up behind Lizzy and pokes her side with his finger as he passes her. 


"Oh gosh, | had this weird moment with Jerry earlier tonight," she lowers her voice a little, although with this 


music volume you really have to shout in order to have someone more than five feet away from you hear it. 
"Weird? What kind of moment?" 

‘| was showing him around our place..." 

"Around our living room-kitchen?" 


"You sound like Kat," Lizzy scrunches up her nose. She's right, that totally sounded like a mildly bitter comment 
I'd expect from Kat. | can't help it! This is the fourth year that her and | are living together, it rubs off. 


"So what about this weird Jerry moment?" | glance at him as he chugs beer held upside down. 
"I wanted to show him my room, but he thought | was inviting him into my bedroom" 


The way she says the last part leaves no doubts in my mind about what that means. "Oh! Ew! What did he 


do?!" 
"He gave me this weird look, like.. | don't know, it was super awkward." 


"That's gross. Doesn't he have a girlfriend? And he just thought you invited him to the party so you could..do 


stuff in your bedroom?" 

"Well, it wasn't that bad. He didn't do anything. But | think he was considering it" 
"See, that's why I'd rather not hang out with musicians." 

“That's not fair, Eva. This was just a big misunderstanding." 


| look at Jerry again, who is now wiping his mouth with his sleeve, back on his feet, the right end up. He better 
not try anything with Lizzy. Honestly, that whole band needs counselling. 


* eK 


"Are we ever going to tell Xana we're not actually in love?" 
"Whatl?" Stone stares at me all scandalized. "You don't love me?" 
"Haha, yeah." 

"What kind of a relationship is this?" He keeps going on. 


"Well.. A relationship, | think, is like a shark. You know? It has to constantly move forward or it dies. And | think 


what we got on our hands is a dead shark." 


‘Okay, now | really need to urinate," Stone finishes his drink when our laughter dies out and makes a beeline for 


the bathroom. 


While Stone and | were discussing various bands and making fun of Mudhoney guys, in a very loving way 
though, 3am rolled around. Actually, it's half past three and there's still a bunch of people at our place. Eva's 
chilling on the couch, deep in conversation with Aimee, Matt, and Chris; Lizzy's dancing with a few people to 


music that's already been turned down, a few times actually; and Gwen's nowhere to be seen 

| head for my room with the intention of taking my shoes off and maybe lying down for a minute because my 
body feels like it's giving up and my ankle is starting to feel sore. Before | do though, | get a glass of water to 
counteract dehydration induced by all the alcohol - that's rule number one. 


"Hi, Kat" 


| turn to the owner of the voice standing in my doorway while taking a sip of water but somehow forget to 


swallow so it kinda pours back from my mouth into my glass. Classic. "Hello again" 


Chris gives me the briefest weird look as he stands there with his head slightly tilted and most of his hair 
falling at one side, obscuring part of his face. Sometimes it irks me so much, | just want to grab those dark 
curly locks and show him how to use his ears to keep it out of his eyes. "No Stone around?" 

"Did Xana set you up for this?” 

"No, I'm just wondering." 

"Oh so now you've joined their side voluntarily?" 


"I'd say l'm more like their opposition 


"What?" 


"What?" He echoes with a nonchalant expression. 
"Well, if you were looking for Stone, he's somewhere out there. | just saw him a few minutes ago." 
"| wasn't looking for Stone. | just wondered why he's not with you." 


This boy is so thoroughly confusing and probably equally as confused. "Seriously, is Xana going to jump out 
from behind the corner with a tape recorder as soon as | admit my feelings for Stone?" 


"So you do have feelings for him?" 

"Wh-N- Still not in love with him since last time you and | spoke about it, if that's what you mean" 
"Really?" 

"Why do you sound surprised? | told you" 


"You could have changed your mind," he shrugs and finally steps into my room from the doorway and lets the 
door swing shut, looking around as if he's in an art gallery. "What about Stoney?" 


"What about him? " 
"Nevermind." 


"No one's in love with anyone and also, you don't have to lie to me if Xana made you do this, you know. | 


thought we were on the same page." 

"Oh, yeah, we are. | am a little drunk but even in this state | wouldn't agree to most of Xana's plans. | was 
just..you know, curious," he beams at me; it's the weirdest thing, when Chris is grinning so widely it kinda looks 
like a mix between a smile and a dog-like sneer. "I like your room. Good ambiance" 


"Thanks." 


"You know Einsturzen Naubauten..however you pronounce that?" He asks looking at a newspaper clipping about a 


show from a couple of years ago. 

"Einsturzende Neubauten. Yeah." 

"That was probably the most awesome show | have ever been to." 
"You were there too? Cooll" 


‘It's cool that you even know who they are, not to mention you actually like them. Youre cool" 


Excuse me, I'm whaf? Chris just said I'm cool without any detectable implication of sarcasm or anything. Ha. It's 
funny, it's like my ridiculous litle wish came true. | sit on the edge of my bed and start taking my shoes off, 
slowly, since my ankle is beginning to bother me more now. 

"You have lots of books." 


"You're really good at stating the obvious." 


He cracks up at my remark and continues to scan my entire room with his inspecting eyes. "I like that. Books 


make places feel more like home." 
"| completely agree!" 

"Is that why you have so many?" 
"That, and also the reading part." 
"Do you have a favourite?" 


"I like how you asked ;F| have a favourite and not whats my favorite," | blurt out. "Sometimes | feel like every 


new thing | read becomes my favorite” 

"You've good eye for quality reads then’ 

"Maybe. Lately I've been reading more poetry though: 

"What kind of poetry" 

"Im intrigued by Anna Akhmatova a lot. She was Russian, so all of her poems are translated, but the imagery 
is just.mesmerising in a lot of her stuff" He starts looking at all of my books while | speak "I guess it's pretty 


cliché to study literature and then talk about poetry at parties, but | just really enjoy words." 


"| don't want to sound even more cliché, but can you read me whichever poem you like?" He holds up the little 


black bound poetry collection by the Russian poetess. 
"I can hold the page down for you while you read it yourself?" 
Chris sits down on the bed next to me and hands me the book. "Choose one?" 


"You're not enjoying the party out there?" | nod my head at my bedroom door but start flipping through the 


pages at the same time anyway. 


"You're not enjoying my company?" 
lam. l'm just surprised you're enjoying mine." 
"Why?" 


"Even | myself don't enjoy my company," | shrug it off and give him the book back, only now its open. "I like 
this one a lot. | like the first verse most of all." 


"You will hear thunder and remember me, And think: she wanted storms. The rim Of the sky will be the colour of 
hard crimson, And your heart, as it was then, will be on fire. 


"It sounds so corny now that you're here reading it.” 

"N-Maybe a little. But | like it" Chris offers me another friendly smile and flips to a different page. "De 
profundis. My generation Had been fed without honey." He stops and skims his eyes over a few more pages. 
"Most of this is so melancholic." 

"| like how it kinda feels like you have to read it slowly.” 

"All the best things in life are done slowly.’ 

| can almost hear a little smile playing in his voice and when he turns his head towards me it occurs to me 


just how close he's sitting to me. It's..weird, | feel this little excitement in my stomach, like before a first kiss 
or something, but we're definitely not about to do that. | mean, would | mind making out with Chris Cornell at a 
party once? Nope, I'm pretty sure that'd be fun. But in the real reality | don't really need that and he most 
likely doesn't want that, so that's that. 


"Like turning to the next page?" | ask snarkily and nudge his side nodding my head at the book and urging him 


on 
* * * 

"Why are you so exhausted?" | look at Mike as he plops down on the little couch that we never use. 
"Oh you know, long night" 

"You mean the job you said you had for tonight?" 


"Nah." 


"What was it anyway?" 


"Oh, just a little errand | ran for someone." 


"So what else exhausted you so much?" | finish my beer. | swear it's the last one. And I'll make a point and 


drink some water, which I'm reminded of by a Kat-like voice in my head. 
"You know, things and stuff." 
"Stuff like when you got here an hour and a half ago and drank fifteen beers in that timeframe?" 


"Gwen, your tongue is as sharp as your nails." He smirks at me and takes a small bag of some kind of seasoned 


peanuts from his pocket. "Want some?" 

"Sure," | sit down next to him and grab a few nuts. 

"So what did | miss before | got here and got pleasantly tipsy?" 
"Some people had a cake eating competition" 

"Wow, some big cake Lizzy had?" 


"No, just a few greedy people. And then Cornell shot a champagne cork into the kitchen ceiling because Kat was 


too afraid she was going to take someone's eye out" 

"Now that would have been a sight to see." 

"No real catastrophes tonight, fortunately." 

"So Llzzy's all happy and content?" 

"Yeah." 

"Good. What about you, Gwen?" Mike asks while tracing invisible shapes on my thigh covered in black pantyhose. 
"Happy and content as well. | got to see some people tonight | haven't seen in a hot minute." 

"People like..quys?" 


"Mike," | laugh at his attempt to sound concerned. He probably is always somewhat jealous, but it's not a 
problem between us two. 


"| kid, | kid, gorgeous." He starts throwing peanuts up in the air and catching them in his mouth, or at least 
most of them. 


"So how do you feel about dance class next week?" 

"I fucking love seeing how passionate about it you are, so that alone is enough to get me eager.’ 
"Admit it though, you enjoy it too." 

"Please, | don't need a dance lesson to give me sweet moves." 

‘Of course. That is, after all, why | even noticed you on stage in the first place." 


"Considering you allegedly have seen better than the Alice show that night, it makes sense. It wasn't my 


musical talents that charmed you, for sure." 

| shrug at him with an agreeing smile and he leans in and kisses me. | am happy and content. 

"Hey, stop getting crumbs all over the couch." 

He sweeps the most visible crumbs of peanuts off the couch pillow onto the floor. I'm about to protest 
because that'll still need to be cleaned, but come to think of it, I'll just leave it be until someone, most likely 
Eva, can't stand it anymore and sweeps the floor. 

"So what was this job that you took up tonight?" 

‘Oh it's nothing, its pretty boring.’ 

Okay now he's definitely avoiding the question | don't necessarily think what Eva thinks, which is that Mike is 
cheating on me and was doing that tonight, but something is up. "| had an economics class for three years, 


nothing's too boring for me, sugar." 


He chuckles lazily, probably at me saying ‘sugar’, and shoves more peanuts into his mouth. "We should go 


socialize while there's still people to socialize with." 

He stands up but | remain siting on the couch. "Why won't you tell me?" 
| don't want you to get angry at me or anything.” He sighs. 

| can't promise that." What the hell is going on? 

| know this is not something that's gonna make you happy." 


What? Oh my god, he is cheating on me. Well if he comes clean with it now, | can at least have some respect 


for him. "What are you talking about, Mike?" 


"So this job | did, it wasn't totally legal." 

"What?" 

"See, | didn't want you to spazz off on me." 

I'm not spazzing off on you. Are you going to explain what you're talking about or not?" 

"I had to take some drugs to a place." 

"You're a drug mule?" 

‘| didn't have to hide the drugs in my butthole, this is different. | just delivered it" 

| mean, when Mike told me he got a one off job offer | thought he was going to help someone move or looking 
after someone's hot dog stand, but not deliver drugs. But this means he isn't cheating on me, so who cares? 
"What, did you have to take some acid to some college students?" 

"Not acid, but pretty much, yeah." 

"What then?" 

"Some coke." 

"At least it's not heroin, | guess.” 

"You're not like, mad or anything?" Mike looks at me tentatively. 

"| think it's fucking stupid what you did, / wouldn't do it." 

"Awesome." He sits back down next to me and drapes his arm across my shoulders. 

| knew Eva was wrong. I'd know if Mike was cheating on me. There's certain things that a girl just feels. 

* * * 

| can barely hear a few voices out in the living room, so | guess at this point the party is coming to an end. | 
try to glance at my digital clock on the other side of the room, but since I'm lying on my bed on my back, too 
lazy to move, | can't really see it. Chris and | haven't spoken a word for the last ten minutes probably and now 


he's lying on his side, arm tucked under his head, and has his eyes closed.. Wait, you better not be asleep! 


| push myself up into a sitting position and.. "H's 5am already!" 


"Hm... About time to go to bed," he mumbles groggily. 

"Yeah..." I'd give him an eloquent look, except that he's still not opening his eyes, or moving at all 

"| usually like to sleep on the right side of the bed. Are you okay sleeping on the left?" 

"You..don't think you're sleeping in my bed, right?" 

| have no problem sharing my bed with my friends; be it a girl or a guy. No difference at all. In fact, once in a 


while it feels nice to have someone else sleep next to you. But | don't know what Chris' deal is, and l'm not 


willing to take my chances. What am | worried about? | don't know, maybe l'm just not ready to let him see me 
hungover in the morning. That's it. And the fact that | care about this right now means I'm at the brink of 
sobering up and entering the next stage, so | definitely don't need him hanging around here for that. 

"Why not?" He sits up and grins at me. 

"Give me one good reason?" 

"lim tired?" 

"Not good enough. 

"| can't drive under influence." 

"You haven't had a drink in at least an hour and a half." 

"| think you and | should start a poetry reading band." 

"We can do that tomorrow." 

‘| want to-I think you-l give up, I'm out of reasons." 

‘It's all for the better." | stand up and Chris does the same. 

"Well, | really enjoyed this, hope we can do it again soon," he stretches and yawns as | go to the door and crack 
it open to see who's in the living room. Just making sure there isn't anyone who could potentially get all weird 


and dramatic about seeing Chris leave my room at five o'clock. 


"You're good to go?" | open my bedroom door wider after and step aside to let Chris out, but instead of just 
leaving he hugs me. 


"Next time we can recite Ginsberg," he half whispers as | return his embrace and then chuckle at his words. 


"Goodnight, Kat." 


"Uh-huh, goodnight" 


Well. That was the most date-like ending to a non-date I've ever experienced. 


lb. carnivores and vegetarians 


| scrunch up the letter informing me my rent goes up starting January first, and shove it deep in my jacket 
pocket as | walk down the street staring at the dark, wet pavement. My landlord didn't even bother to drop it 
off in my mailbox, no, | had to find out this piece of mail even exists when | went to pay December's rent. 


Lousy service, and now the price is going up. Unbelievable. What has this world come to. 


Seriously though, what the hell am | going to do? Move to a different apartment? Where? Or find a 
roommate? A real one, not like Matt who sometimes sleeps on the couch but doesn't pay for any part of this 
place. If someone moved in, we'd have to convert the living room into a bedroom... Having a living room or 
cheaper rent? Living room or money? Hm. Do | know anyone who's looking for a place? | haven't been in Seattle 
for a month, | might just be in luck and hear about someone needing to move. That's probably too good to be 
true though. What | really need is a decently paying job that doesn't clash with band stuff. Whish honestly 


sounds just as unrealistic. 


What if Kristi moved in?.. What if | got a brain surgery that prevents me from having stupid thoughts? | 
wonder if she's really that busy today, or if she just didn't want to see me. Maybe she's trying to punish me.. 
for not being a good boyfriend? | shouldn't have told her | miss her, now she's using this knowledge to her 
advantage. What if she did move in with me though? | bet it would be cool to have a girl roommate. Is my 
judgement being clouded by missing her? | guess | don't have to decide now. | have..about thirty three days for 
that. Shit. | need to see her first, | want to see her-And speaking of faces I've missed. 


"Heyyy, Novak" | drawl and make my way towards the redhead who just got off a bus. | give her a greeting 
push with my shoulder, which seems to compromise her balance and she grabs my arm for support with a 


painful yelp. 

"Ouch!" 

"What?! | barely touched you." 

"| know, it's..my ankle hurts a little." 

"What's wrong with your ankle?" 

"Nothing." 

| look down at her feet, one of which she's holding about half an inch above the ground, and | give it a light 
nudge with the nose of my shoe, consequently making her cry out in pain again, and then slap my shoulder 
blade. What is it with people? It's like half of them can't fucking stop whining 24/7 and the rest deny 
everything and pretend they're fine when they're clearly not. Why can't there be harmony? | kick Kat's foot a 


little again and she takes a step away from me while shoving my shoulder at the same time. "What's wrong 


with your ankle?" 


"IFs just a little swollen, you asshole.” 

"Why is it swollen?" 

"lve walked too much." 

"Hmm." 

"Just drop it, Arm. Anyway, hilll" She grins at me. 

"Hiii, Novak." 

"So where's my gifts?" 

"What gifts?" | ask eyeing her ankle again before tearing my eyes off it to look at her face. Huh, she looks 
different, somehow. | can't figure out what it is though, so | guess its just the pleasant switch from having to 
look at Matt's either drunk or hungover face all day for a month that's making her seem different. All of the 
memories I've had before this tour have been erased and replaced with his face framed by locks of matted 
hair and his mouth perpetually half open, obscenities and delightfully bad jokes flowing out of it like saliva from 
a sleeping grandpa's toothless piehole. 

"| don't know, like a piece of chewing gum from New York or something.” 

"Hmm." | pat my jeans pockets while Kat stares at me with her doe eyes, giving me that somehow unfazed look 
that I'd already forgotten. "I have a piece of candy from..Arizona" | hold out a fruit pastille in a transparent 
wrapper for her that | borrowed from someone's jacket pocket that they'd left lying around back stage at one 
of the venues. | originally had a good handful of them but I'd pop one into my mouth every twenty hours that 
went without me brushing my teeth, which happened..often. Let's just say relatively often. | suck on my teeth 
at the memory as Kat takes the candy from me and gives it the kind of look that you have on your face 
when you deem something or someone worthy or good enough. 

"Even better." She unwraps it and puts it in her mouth while my eyes wander down her leg again. 

"Your left ankle is almost twice as fat as the right one." 


"Well yeah, that's the definition of swollen, pretty much." 


"Cut the crap, Novak. Did you hurt it while breaking into someone's place? Did you break the law? Did you do 


something dangerous?" 


"Mark." 


"Kat" 


"Okay, so | thought I'd try out skate boarding.” She finally confesses sounding more defeated than I'd think is 


necessary, but what do | know. 

"Did you see a doctor about it, Tony Hawk?" 
"Nah." 

"You probably should if you wanna keep it" 

"lm good, it's gonna go away in a few days." 
"How many days ago did you vandalise yourself?" 
'Like..three or four.” 


"You definitely need to see a doctor. What the hell do you have your roommates for? Do they not care about 
you at all, what the fuck?" 


"I know, they're horrible.” 

"We're going to the hospital right now." 

"How about home?" 

"What, and let your horrible roommates completely neglect to take care of you?" 

"Mark," she laughs out impatiently. 

"Okay, home it is. But I'm coming with you." 

"Well, seeing as we live in the same building, | see no reason why you wouldn't" 

| click my tongue and roll my eyes at her, solely to up my drama factor. Honestly, I've missed her. It is purely 
selfish of me to be doing this, and hopefully she doesn't mind me hanging around. Plus, on an even more selfish 
note, that'll be a nice, refreshing distraction before | do something about Kristi, whatever | may decide on. "I'm 
coming with you, to your home, Novak." 


She smiles and shrugs. "Not that I've ever been able to prevent that in the past." 


"I'm not carrying you though." 


"Please, you look way too frail to carry a baby, let alone an adult" 

"An adult? Where?" | look around and she laughs again as we start walking the last block 
"Hey, is that Danny Bland?" 

"Where?" 

'Right there, on the corner" Kat points. 

"Huh, that is Danny Bland" 

"He looks like he's going through withdrawal" 


"Worry not though, addicts don't just hang out on street corners for no reason, he's probably waiting on a 
drug friend." 


Kat just rolls her eyes in Danny Bland's general direction and turns back to me. "How fortunate." 
"What, you don't like drugs?" 

"Not ones that can kill me, no." 

"Are you trying to score points with straight edge folks?" 

‘Seriously, if l'm going to die, ODing on heroin is the last option | would ever possibly choose." 
‘Not your style?" 

"Nah. Anyway, how was it? Did you miss Seattle?" 

"| don't remember and yeah." 

"You don't remember an entire month of being on tour?" 


"Blocking out traumatic memories?" | shrug. "Nah, it was good. A lot of people were really disappointed that me 


and Steve went to college." 
"Steve and |." 
"Boy, would you be unpopular with punk crowds." 


"Yeah, yeah, whatever." 


"Its okay. Not all of us can be cool like me." 
"Well I'll have you know, Chris Cornell himself said | am in fact cool just last Friday." 


"Unbelievable! | leave for a month and the entire Seattle hierarchy of coolness crumbles to Chris Cornell's 


level." 

"Don't leave again, maybe." Kat suggests as we reach our building and she pushes the door open. 
"What, you've missed me?" 

"PFF, no, of course not." 


"Well I'll have to leave at some point, young Kat. | guess its up to me to teach you to be cool for me when I'm 
not around." 


"I thought you just said its impossible.” 
"You should listen to me less, you know." 
"What? Did you say something?" 

* * * 


"That reminds me, Chris drives a BMW too," Gwen points at the TV at the end of a car commercial with a 
particularly catchy jingle. 


"Really? How do you know?" 


| was outside smoking on your birthday and he needed to get something from his car parked across the 
street" 


"ls it super beat up?" 

"No. Its definitely an older model but it looks like it's in pretty good condition." 

"Wow, fancy." 

"He only has it because he knew a guy who's brother hooked him up with the car for real cheap because it 


was falling apart, and then he knows a guy who knows a guy who works at a garage so he got it fixed up for a 


good price too. And it still took him like a whole year." Kat speaks up from the kitchen. 


"How do you know that?" 


"Through using my ears to listen, Lizzy." There she goes again. | just asked a simple question and she has to 


get all snappy. 
"Since when are you interested in cars?" Gwen raises her eyebrows. 
‘im not. It's just that the dude won't shut up sometimes." 


"Really? | feel like every time | talk to him | have to squeeze words out of him. Otherwise he just blurts 


something weird and waits for people to react." 

"Chris does seem like a bit of an introvert when he's not on stage," | agree. 

"Well, he told me all about his car, so what does being an introvert have to do with anything right now?" 

"You don't have to be mean about it..." 

"l'm not. | just have common sense." 

"Which you spew out in a very mean way." 

"I thought we were talking about Chris' car, so | was just getting to the point and relying the information that | 
have," Kat shrugs. "Also, | don't know which one of you it was, but someone left the stove on again last night," 


she motions in its general direction behind her. 


"Wasn't me," Gwen rids herself of guilt, although we both know when Kat says 'I don't know which one of you! 


she actually means me. 
She always picks and nags at me about little things like that, and she usually does it in totally unnecessarily 
rude ways too. Last week she had a piece of paper stuck above the stove with ‘TURN THE FUCKING STOVE OFF 


written in red marker. That was so uncalled for, and thankfully Gwen took it down on the same day. | don't 
know why Kat acts so hostile sometimes, and | hate it. 


| flinch ever so slightly when the apartment door flies open and in walks Steve, clutching his skateboard at his 
side. He goes straight for the kitchen sink and shoves his head under the tap, his mouth open Several 
moments of gulping sounds later he straightens up while all three of us keep our eyes on him. 

"Hello, ladies." 


"It was so naive of me to hope that they would stop doing that, wasn't it?" Gwen asks no one in particular. 


"| see Mark's not here?" 


We all shake our heads to confirm Steve's words. 


"You're still going around on your skateboard? Its December tomorrow!" | pop my eyes when Steve nods at my 
question. 


"There's no snow yet." 
"lts freakin’ cold though! And wet!" 


"| don't mind it. But anyway, speaking of skate boarding, | heard you got a gnarly injury," Steve slowly turns to 
Kat with a cheeky smile, but she glances at the clock and quickly finishes her coffee in one gulp. 


"Can't talk, gotta go to work" 


"What injury? What happened to Kat?" | glance at her as she speed walks to her room and out again, and 
through the apartment door. 


"May | use the restroom of your geeky establishment?" 
"Just put the seat up, okay?" Gwen narrows her eyes at Steve. 
"| always do!" 


"That's true, you always do," she agrees somewhat reluctantly and as soon as Steve disappears behind the 


bathroom door | turn to her. 

"What happened to Kat?" 

"What do you mean?" She asks. 

"What Steve said..about some injury?" 

"| don't know. She seems fine anyway." 

"You don't think it could be anything serious, do you?" 


"You know that | haven't been spending much time at home lately, Lizzy. | have other things going on so | don't 
know what happens here for the most part, but honestly, I'm sure Kat's fine." 


"Steve, what happened to Kat?" | ask him when he reappears and he gives me a bewildered look. 


"She uh, just left for work." 


"No, | mean what you said about her getting injured” 

"Oh, well don't you know? She tried skateboarding" 

"Yeah, | know she's been doing that a little bit" 

"Well, she ended up twisting her ankle. It was pretty swollen even when we got back to Seattle” 
"What do you mean, when you got back? Did she hurt her ankle a while ago?" 

"| dort know, like a few days before we were back. Didn't you see her limping all over the place?" 


Gwen and | just stare at Steve, then look at each other with matching clueless looks, and | shake my head a 


little, if Steve hadn't picked up that the answer is ‘no' yet. 


"She was practically jumping on one foot just now as she was leaving," he motions his long skinny arm towards 


the door. 
"| thought it was just one of those weird things that Kat does?.." 

"You need counselling, dudettes" Steve grabs his jacket that he'd taken off before using the bathroom, puts it 
back on, picks up his skateboard, and heads for the door. "By the way, you also need a new light bulb in the 
bathroom" 

"Didn't we have spare ones somewhere? We'll have to ask Eva, or Kat. km sure they know," | think out loud 
"Anyway, lll see you two around! 

"Yeah, later" 

‘Bye 


| wish you'd stay here for Christmas," Gwen says after glancing at a small calendar pinned to a cork board 
that we use for notes and reminders and bills, and shopping lists, and such. 


"You'll have fun with Eva and Kat." 
"Yeah, we had fun last year too, but I've never had Christmas with you." 


"We can have a little pre-Christmas celebration before | leave! My flight's on Saturday afternoon, so we can 


do something fun and Christmasy on the twenty third." 


"Great! Lets do that. I'll need a new red dress though, to match the theme of the season 

"Let's go shopping before | leave then too! Plus | want to get some little stocking stuffers for my family." 
"| love how we just had a party and we're planning another one already." 

"Its the party season!" 

"Maybe we should go out on the twenty third, | don't want to clean this whole place again." 

"Sounds like a plan!" 


* %* * 


"Are you sure you don't want to see Nirvana tonight?" Xana leans over to ask me again through the open 


passenger door of my car after her and Andy just got out of it. 
I'm feeling more of a Mudhoney type of mood tonight." 


"Seeing as Kurt's biggest inspiration is Mark, what's the difference, really?" Andy cackles after a pretty 


accurate remark. 
"| might come here later. Just scope out the other place, you know." 
"Alright then, we'll see you later," Xana swings the door shut and | change my gears from P to D. 


Conveniently, both shows are fifteen minutes apart by a car, so | really might just come back to watch 
Nirvana at the Underground. If | don't find what l'm looking for, that is. Damn, | can't believe I'm even doing 
that. Honestly, | don't even know why. What do | even really want? | don't think | want anything really, and yet 
l'm kind of going for it. And anyway, it's just fifteen minutes here, fifteen there, it's not a huge detour, and if | 
just so happen to run into her while catching some Mudhoney, that'll be great. 


| park my car half a block down from the venue and walk that distance with my hands shoved deep in my 
jacket pockets for warmth. Lately Seattle feels like everything's stuck in time, in one long freezing evening; it 


doesn't snow, it doesn't get warmer, or colder, and it never gets lighter either. 


| stop to say hi to a couple people once | walk inside the venue, but don't linger in one spot too long. The place 
is pretty packed, although I've seen bigger crowds at this exact place before. | wonder if she would be at the 
front, by the stage? | suppose | should just go and see, since I'm here anyway. | end up wandering back and 
forth and around and across the crowd of people for probably fifteen minutes, but there's no sign of her. Not 
even her roommates, or anyone that | know that could potentially lead me to her. | guess | might as well get 


myself a beer while l'm here, so | head for the bar. 


| get a bottle of the cheapest beer and re-join the crowd, although | stay at the back, away from the pit. Huh, 
I've forgotten how good these guys are. | don’t necessarily always see eye to eye with them in terms of their 
artistic decisions or subject matter, but | can certainly enjoy their music from time to time. And Dan, for 
being however young he is, is an impressive drummer. Note to self, if Matt ever leaves Soundgarden we'll have 


to seduce Dan into ditching Mudhoney. 

Someone bumps into me, shaking me out of my thoughts. "Wh-Hey, how's it going, Chris?" This guy | know 
from somewhere pats my shoulder as he recognises me. We chat for a couple of minutes and then he 
continues on his quest to reach the moshpit. 

Maybe | should just leave, just finish the rest of my beer and go to Underground. Why am | really here 
anyway? What do | want with her? To be around her? | guess that is, generally, what I've figured out so far. 
It's not like | want any type of relationship-not that she's ever done or said anything to indicate she's 
interested in that either. Or interested in me, for that matter. But | guess-oh shit, she's right there! Her head 
held high, gazing at the stage with a big smile about three dancing people away from me. 


"Fancy seeing you here!" The words come out of my mouth sounding like the crappiest rehearsed line delivery 


in history when | elbow my way to where she is. 

"Chris, hey!" She looks up at me and her eyelids sparkle with glitter catching the dim light. | don't know, thinking 
that she was with Stone fucked with my mind. And then we hung out on Lizzy's birthday, and now..l just 
wanted to see her tonight, that's all. 

"Are you alone here?" 

"Yeah. Well, no, I'm with." She motions at the guys on stage. "Are your roommates here?" 

"Nah, l'm actually probably meeting them at a different show later." 

"What show?" 

"Nirvana's playing right now not far from here." 

"Oh, | didn't know. | haven't seen them in a while." 

"Yeah, me neither. It's been much too long.” 


"Why are you here then?" 


"| don't know, | guessed you would be at your neighbours’ gig." | mumble and hope it didn't sound too obvious or 


too desperate. 


The more | am around Kat the less | find her face unreadable. It's like at this point when she gives me a weird 
little look, | almost feel like it's her who's trying to not look too alarmed or too confused, but her hazel eyes 
can't contain her emotions. Maybe she's letting down her guards? Or maybe l'm noticing her more? But now | 
see what a hilariously expressive face she has, and | don't understand how | ever thought it was hard to read. 
"We are absolutely not hijacking the stage as a poetry reading due, Chris." 

"Aw, man.." | whine. "You know what, maybe poetry's bad karma, anyway. We don't need that" 

"How so?" 

"Maybe if next time we read prose, you won't throw me out at five in the morning.” 

"Are you still bitter about that?" 

"My heart will never heal.” 

Ill buy you a beer?" She makes a peace offering. 

"Perfect timing, | just finished mine." 

Well this is going much better than | would have expected. | could have ran into her with Stone or something, 
but no, she's alone and she just offered to buy me a beer. | follow her back to the bar and as | watch her 
legs in front of me | notice she's limping a little bit. 

"What happened to your leg?" 

"| sprained my ankle last week, but it's much better now, it's going back to normal." 

"You shouldn't be walking around, it just makes it worse." 

"Well | had to work anyway." 


| can give you a ride home later, if you want to." 


"IFs okay, I'm with the band." Kat widens her eyes momentarily which makes me chuckle but also wonder if 


she's purposely refusing my offer for some other reason than already having a ride. 


‘So um, was your apartment a crime scene after the party?" 


"Kinda, yeah." 


"See, it's good that we stayed in your room. That significantly reduced the damage that could have been 
inflicted by me." 


She lets out a laugh while handing the bartender the money for our beers. "Was that your plan all along? To 


avoid having to pay compensation for damage?" 

"Absolutely. But | ended up enjoying our party a lot more anyway." 

| know! Who would have though there's more to you than a naked chest and bad puns?!" 

"Is that what you thought of me before?" 

"No, of course not, Chris, don't be silly. To bad puns!" She clinks the neck of her bottle against mine. 
"To cats who laugh at bad puns!" 

* * * 

"Mark, what is that?" 

Free food!" | lift my hands holding a total amount of eight bites of different sausages on toothpicks. 
"It looks disgusting." 

"lts actually pretty good," | inform Kristi after putting one of them in my mouth. "You should try it" 
"No, thanks." 


| shrug and continue to enjoy my free snack while following her along isles upon isles of Costco and otherwise 
branded items. 


"Shit, where's my shopping list.." She stops the shopping cart and starts going through her jacket pockets. 


"I have it. It's in my pocket," | glance down at it but my hands are still preoccupied with the sausage bites and 
the sauce and grease that's dripping on my fingers. 


"Did | give it to you?" Kristi frowns as she steps over to me to get the list. 


"No, you left it in the car when you were getting out. | figured you'd need it. You know, shopping list..shopping 


place..." 


"Ugh, your sausages smell foul." 


"There's definitely room for improvement but these aren't even the worst free food I've ever had" 
"Just because it's free doesn't mean you have to put it in your mouth” 

"Well that's what you think, my dear" 

Kristi lets out something in between a laugh and an exasperated sigh. "Why do | always go for losers?" 
"Ill tell you one more time. becouse we're easy’ 

"Oh, trust me, you're anything but easy, Mark" 

"Butt easy? Is that a real expression?" 

This time it's definitely, undoubtedly a laugh that escapes her mouth. "So what did you want to tell me?" 
"What? What do you mean?" | look at her curiously, 

"You called me and told me you wanted to see me. lm assuming you had something to tell me?" 

'No, not really. | just, you know.. Wanted to see you" 


Kristi smiles at me briefly and turns around, her hair whipping around as she does. "Laundry detergent." She 
mumbles looking at the list and starts pushing the cart again. “This feels weirdly domestic, doesn't it, Mark?" 


Hah, funny she should say that. Domestic. "In a good way?" 

"Yeah, sure. Why do you lock so proud?" She chuckles after glancing back at me. 

"No one's ever described anything relating to me as domestic, let alone in a good way" 
"| didn't know that's what you want to be described as?" 

"| don't. It still feels more noble than ‘incompetent’ and ‘dirty’ and such: 

"You wanna get dinner tonight together?" 

‘Like, out? At a food place?" 

"Well, that's where people get dinner, yeah" 


"Or we could order in?" | suggest with a mouthful of the last piece of sausage. "We can do Italian takeout. See 


how | remember it's your favourite!" 


"Am | supposed to be impressed by you remembering one thing about me after months of us dating?" 
"| was just hoping that would postpone you murdering in my sleep?" 

"Fair enough. Your place or mine?" 

"What about mine?" 

"No offence, but your apartment isn't exactly the most..inviting place." 

"My rent's going up starting next month, | feel inclined to use it as much as | humanly can" 


Kristi stops all of a sudden and quirks an eyebrow at me. "I'm impressed that you're actually telling this to 


me. 
"Why?" 
"Because you're the mysterious, sarcastic Mark. That's your whole act, and this goes against it.” 


"Well, you know, you and | have this thing.." | toss the toothpicks in a trashcan | just spotted and then motion a 
finger between me and Kristi. "I figure if I'm going to tell anyone about stuff like this, itd be you." 


"What's wrong with you?" She squints at me without moving. 

"What do you mean? | mean, sooo many things, but what do you mean?" 

"You're acting different." 

"Different than what?" 

"Different than you ever have before." 

"It is the last month of this year, my last chance to redeem my nineteen eighty eight self." 
"Redeem?" 


"Perhaps that's not the right word. Improve." 


"Are you cheating on me? | know you've never taken our relationship seriously, but | didn't think you would.. 


thought you would just stop answering my calls and avoid me when you see me in public." 


"What? No, | am not cheating on you. Jesus...” 


"Oh my god, you are cheating on me." 
"How would you jump to that conclusion, it doesn't make any sense... I'm not-l just lke you, geez... 


‘I've been cheated on by every single guy I've ever been with, so | know how to recognise the signs, okay? 


First you all get real nice all of a sudden, because you feel guilty. Then you-" 

What? How is that even possible? And how is she still the most confident chick | know? Hm, | suppose if | could 
get anyone | want at any given point in time, that would up my confidence significantly... Still, how did she end 
up being cheated on every single guy? | mean, it takes a special kind of person to be into her in the first place, 
but once you're in, why would you cheat on her? "I swear | am not cheating on you, Kristine." 

"You swear?" 

"Yeah." 

"Swear on what?" 

"| don't know, anything you want." 

She silently eyes me for a moment and then her features soften "Okay, | believe you." 

"Thank you. Trust is the foundation of any healthy relationship, | hear. 

"So what are you gonna do?" 

"About what?" 

"Your apartment, the rent, Mark." 

"Oh. | don't know. Get a job." 

"You are just full of surprises today." 


"Good surprises, right?" 


"Yeah, surprises worthy of awards," she takes a step towards me and kisses me putting her hands on the 


sides of my face. 


How is this so easy right now? And we're not even drunk, not even a litle bit! It's just so easy to be together 
right now, it's kinda freaking me out. Who said that stupid thing about absence and fonder hearts? Sounds like 


bullshit, like it doesn't make any sense, yet here we are. 


"See, that whole improving myself December campaign is totally working.” 

"Yeah, now l'm impressed. And | find it really attractive, too." 

* * * 

"Jeff, have you seen the milk.mixer?" 

"Milk mixer?" | glance at Eva over my shoulder while I'm in the middle of pulling a shot. 

"You know, the little one?" 

"Litte milk mixer?" 

"Not the mixer, but the other thing..the uh.." 

"Whisker?" 

"Whisker! Yeah!" 

| can't hold a laugh in and then point to where | last saw it. "I think there's one in the drawer." 

"Thanks." 

lve noticed, only recently, that Eva sometimes forgets a word and then just uses the next best one to replace 
it, which more often than not sounds hilarious. And what makes it even more hilarious is how she doesn't 
seem to be fazed by it, like it's a totally normal thing, 

| glance at a clock on the wall after handing a customer his finished drink; my shift is almost over and then - 
band practice. l'm super excited, I'm looking forward to it. Its just all | wanna do these days, play music. And 


we've been doing that a lot lately, which is good for the band.. Not so good for Heather and me. 


| clean up as much as | can during my last ten minutes, make myself a coffee, and grab my stuff from the 


back room. 


"Here's to another day of not killing each other," | hold up my paper cup when my jacket's already on and my 
other hand is holding a key for the bike lock, and she reluctantly mirrors my gesture. 


"Whatever, Jeff." 


The guys are probably already at Stone's place, hopefully starting to focus on practicing rather than getting 
high or talking shit. | know Stone probably is, | can always count on him to be in the mood for playing. 


"Jeff! You're coming in for your shift?" | turn to see Jack walking towards me. 

"No, I'm just getting off." 

"Oh. Hm. Listen, l'm considering hiring another barista for a part time position-" 

"Look, man, | don't wanna know. Do whatever." 

Honestly, | don't want to be in the middle of all this anymore. In fact, I'd rather he hadn't just told me that so | 
wouldn't have anything to do with Heather finding out and then Jack not hiring her and all that crap. | know 


he's definitely not going to hire her, and | don't really care. | wish she cared less, too. 


"What kind of bee flew up your ass?" He frowns at me but then just shrugs it off. "See, we need another 


person, you're way too stressed, dude. Take care of yourself” He pats me on the back and goes inside. 


| finish my coffee, jump on my bike, and before | know it, I'm parking it in a garage below Stone's attic 


apartment. 


"You guys wanna go to Mama's?" Bruce asks all of us a couple of hours later when we decide we've done 


enough playing for tonight. 
"Sure, yeah, Mexican food sounds heavenly right now." 


Following my words, everyone looks at the door that flies open and Heather pokes her head in. What is she 
doing here? Did | forget something? Did we agree to meet tonight? 


"Hey guys," she distractedly greets everyone and then starts out in my direction when she sees me. "Hi, baby. 
| just got off work, so | thought I'd come here and wait for you to be done with your rehearsal.” 


"Well, actually, we just finished” 

"Hm, | thought you'd play for longer. Well, anyway, that's good. We can go then?" 
"Go where?" 

"To your place or to mine?" 

"Um, actually we were gonna head to Mama's just now." 


"Great! | haven't had anything to eat since lunch." She beams at me. Of course she wants to come, and | guess 


| hesitate because when Stone calls out my name | look over to see them all going out through the door. 


"Are you coming or not, Jeffrey?" 

| glance at Heather and nod at Stone. "Yeah, we're coming." 

The butthole face has the audacity to let out a sigh, which is exactly why | hesitated in the first place. He 
always only thinks about himself like a fucking child | want Heather to come, | don't want to have to constantly 
choose between her and everyone else, but Stone just makes it so fucking hard to have a good time 
sometimes that | wonder if it's even worth it. Maybe if | wasn't under this constant pressure, | wouldn't feel 
so detached from Heather either. 

Either way, we all pile into Stone and Greg's cars and twenty minutes later find a booth at Mama's that can fit 
all of us in it. Its one of those horse shoe shaped booths and | end up between Bruce and Heather, who's 


sitting at the very end of the bench. 


"Can you put chorizo, crunchy bacon, and chilli beef in my burrito?" Bruce inquires when one of the waitresses 
working the evening shift come to take our order. 


"Ugh, that disgusting," Heather voices her unnecessary opinion, since Bruce doesn't even look at her and 
confirms his request when the waitress gives him the OK. "Did you know how badly they treat animals in 
slaughterhouses?" 

"Heather, are you a vegetarian this week?" Stone shoots her a plastic smile. 

"Not just this week. | recently decided to stop eating meat for good" 

"Because of animals?" 

"Yeah." 

"Didn't you just order two different cheeses in your bowl?" 

"Yeah, so?" Heather glares at Stone as the two of them keep going. 


"So where does cheese come from, genius?" 


"They don't have to kill cows to get their milk for cheese. If you didn't hear what | just said, that's my whole 


point. | don't want to contribute to slaughtering of animals." 
"Listen, mother Theresa, when a mama cow has a baby calf people take the baby away so it wouldn't drink the 
cow's milk and use it to make cheese that you're about to eat. Now where does the baby calf go then? Ever 


heard of veal?" 


"How do you even know that?" | ask Stone, somewhat impressed. 


"Kat told me. She's a vegetarian" 


"So what?" Heather continues. "She's a vegetarian who doesn't care about animals? She wants a prize for that 


or something?" 


"Everyone's allowed to do whatever they want, obviously. Just don't ‘ew that's disgusting’ at other people when 


they're ordering food, okay, Heather? Take that page from Kat's book" 
"Oh what does she know, she's full of bad advice." 
"What do you mean?" | look at Heather. 


‘Nothing, never mind. Anyway, just because she's a vegetarian it doesn't make her a better person if she's not 


doing it for the right reason" 
"What is the right reason?" Andy pipes up. "Whatever happened with ‘to each their own?" 


‘Sometimes things are just either black or white. Not all options are just your preference or opinion. 


Sometimes what you choose to do is either right or wrong.’ 


"So how do you feel about Jeff eating meat?" Greg asks lazily and | wish he didn't. | don't need to get in the 
middle of this too. 


"I don't like it, obviously. But | can't tell him what to do." 
"Since when?" Stone mumbles quietly and I'm pretty sure Bruce and | might be the only ones who heard it. 


Blissfully oblivious to that last comment, Heather puts her left hand on my shoulder and uses her right one to 
softly rub my wrist that's resting on the table next to my glass. His weird electric shiver goes down my 
whole body and | almost want to jerk away from her. | don’ know what the fuck is wrong with me, but 
Heather's touch feels like..a creepy aunt or something, like an older relative who plants sloppy, gross kisses on 
your cheeks and gives you a quarter every time she sees you. Seriously, what the hell is wrong with me? 
Heather's hot, she's a babe, she looks pretty much exactly like she did when | first met her, so why is this 
happening? 


"Just because you claim you're a vegetarian because you care about animals doesn't make you a better 
person when you knowingly contribute to their slaughtering by eating cheese,” Bruce delivers in 


uncharacteristically solemn tone and | jam my elbow into the crack between his ribs. 


"Hey, so lets talk about those shirts! Babe, tell the guys about the options that we have." 


"Well, the first question is, do you want cotton?" Heather tackles the topic immediately and | feel like | can 
breathe easier for now, because when it comes to Mother Love Bone, everyone becomes ten times more 


receptive and cooperative all of a sudden. 


1. canned food and coffee, black, no sugar 


"Dan, when's your birthday?" Kat asks while sprinkling some salt on the side of her left hand and takes her 

fourth shot of tequila tonight. Now I'm not one to lecture people on their drinking habits, but it is a Tuesday 
night and we did start out just hanging out and drinking some beer. And now she has that glazed look on her 
face and is talking louder and more than she normally does, and | mean it's none of my business, but it just 


seems like she's trying hard to drink something away here. 


"August eighteenth," Danny answers after downing his own shot, which he was coaxed into doing by the 
redhead. 


"You're a Leo. You don't strike me as a Leo. Mark, when is your birthday?" She looks over at me. 
"Sometime in February, the twenty first or so." 
"| have no idea what star sign that is. l'm sure Gwen would know." 


"So how's Kristine?" Steve plops down on the couch next to me, throws his feet on top of an empty keg, and 
starts puffing on his wooden pipe that he acquired recently and that he only uses for weed. 


"Same as usual," | shrug. 

"You're still going out with her?" 

"Why, you want to try out your hand at it?" 

"Nah, | like girls whose emotional range isn’t limited to either fuck you or fuck me." 

"Hey, she speaks my language." 

"So | take it you are still together." 

"More so than ever before | think," | confess. Its weird, before we left on tour | couldn't care less about being 
with Kristi, but since I've been back I'm glad she's willingly sticking around. "| might ask her if she'd be willing to 
move in, you know, with the raised rent situation and all." 

Steve grins at me, probably thinking l'm joking, but then his expression slowly gets more serious. I've told him 
about how my rents going up, but | didn't mention anything about the possible options I've been mulling around 


in my head. "Are you serious?” He asks. 


"Yeah." 


"Wow." 

"Yeah..." 

"You want a hit?" 

Knowing Steve, this new information he just heard is going to plague his mind for a couple of days, but he has 
enough decency to not drill me about it. And honestly, it feels good telling someone. Some things are just too 
confusing to try to figure out on my own. Not that | expect him to tell me what to do, but just letting him 


know it's something I've been thinking about makes it feel less serious..less daunting. 


"Yeah!" | take the pipe from Steve and my attention shifts back to Kat and Dan. He's standing in the kitchen 


archway and she's sitting on the countertop because | can see her feet dangling off the side. 

"My stepfather's growing weed!" Danny tells her excitedly. 

"Lucky youl" Kat's voice carries. 

"Not exactly. He's turned my bedroom into a huge grow-room to make money so | had to get lost” 

‘Seriously?! Man, some families are just shittier than others." 

"Yeah. But that was it. | was fifteen and | never came back." 

Sometimes | forget Danny's five years younger than me because there's moments when | feel like he's a forty 
year old man who's been to war and sailed the entire world before we started Mudhoney. And then other 
times it's blatantly obvious. 


"Is that / Love Lucy?" Kat jumps off the counter and runs into the living room once Steve turns the TV on 


"You have delightfully eclectic taste in life, Kat," Steve flashes an amused grin and scoots over to make room 


for her and Dan on the end of the couch. 
"What's good, kiddies?" Lukin barges into my apartment and slams the door behind him, but the four of us all 
turn to him and shush him in an impressively synchronised fashion, so he gapes at us for a second and 


shuffles his eyes to the TV screen too. 


"Wait, he hasnt been drafted?" A while later Steve voices what | was just thinking when Desi Arnaz opens a 


letter that Lucy had sneakily read already in the last scene. 
"Ohh, he's just been asked to entertain the soldiers or something?" This time Dan asks. 


"Yeah, | think Ricky's supposed to do like stand up or something but Lucy thinks he's actually been drafted" 


"Typical women" Lukin croaks following Kat's words when he finally catches up with the misunderstanding on 


the TV. 

"Don't start that shit, Lukin" Kat hisses. 

"Don't get mad at me because that's how women are, red riding hood" 
"Shh!" | glare at them both for good measure. 


"Typical fifties humour," Steve stretches and gets up on his feet once the episode is over. Apparently Lucy and 
the other lady what's-her-face thought that their husbands have been drafted to serve in the army so they 
started knitting socks for them, but the husbands thought their wives were pregnant because they were 
knitting and acting all sad. 


"You mean, cheap jokes heavily rooted in conservative gender roles and the normalization of marriage as a 
relationship where you don't talk to your spouse and don't even really like your wife all that much?" Kat 


corrects him sounding impressively sober..er. 
"You nailed it right on the head" 


The episode made me think of my father for a similar reason though. | can just see him laughing his head off, 
watching this. It aligns perfectly with his deeply conservative views, that also prompt him to spew statements 
about exactly how macho men and how docile women need to be whenever he's around people my age. Always 


educating, the old man. 

Why can't! ask Kristi to move in? ls that really such an outrageous idea? | mean, that's what people in their 
twenties do, right? And if | learned one thing from my father, it's that | want to be nothing like him, and | am 
a hundred percent sure he would disapprove of this move. | mean, this is the eighties, it's the future, and 
yeah, | might be slightly drunk right now, but maybe | should just do it. 

"Hey, those chicks were the ones who jumped to conclusions first.” Lukin picks up right where he left off. 

"And then so did the husbands." Kat rebukes. 

"Because they were acting weird! Knitting stuff and crying.” 

"Because Ricky was being secretive and wouldn't tell Lucy about being asked to put on a show for the soldiers." 


"She didn't even ask! She could have just asked him!" 


"And he wouldn't have told her. Look, no matter how much you argue, you're not going to make me think that 


any aspect of that sort of relationship is justifiable and ok." 


"Yeah, | wouldn't want to be married to someone whom I'd have to hide things from." Steve comes back from 
the kitchen with a glass of water. "That sounds exhausting." 


"Not only that, it creates this rift, like you can't trust each other and you're looking out for yourself only. Not 
to mention just jumping to conclusions because of lack of conversation" Kat practically shudders at the 
thought. 

| mean, | guess it makes sense. You can't really know what someone's feeling or thinking or whatever, until you 
talk to them. That episode seemed absurd but actually, that's kind of pretty much what Kristi and | have been 
doing for the past few months. It's almost makes me feel uncomfortable..like what does she actually think of 
me? If | asked her to move in, would she even consider it at all? Shouldn't | be less clueless about what goes 
on in her mind? Huh. Every time | so much as think about Kristi it's like l'm opening Pandora's box. But maybe | 
really should just do it. 


"If that's what marriage is supposed to be, it seriously sucks monkey's balls." Kat adds one last comment. 


"Is that why you're drinking so much tonight? You're having boy problems or something?" | grin at her and she 


rolls her eyes with a snort. 

"Please. Boys are the last thing on my mind and the last thing | want to be on my mind currently.” 

"What, you like being alone? You don't like sex?" Matt teases her. 

"| like having friends, preferably ones | can talk to." 

"You can talk to me," he winks at Kat. 

"How about drink with you?" She jumps up and he enthusiastically follows her into the kitchen, and so do |. 
Apparently Matt brought a half empty bottle of whiskey, offering it to Kat as a repayment for the one he 
drank of hers, which she happily accepts. Before handing it off though Matt takes a swig first, then grabs a 
beer from the fridge and goes back into the living room, from which | can hear the sounds of the TV and 
laughter. 

"Huh, | honestly never expected Matt to replace my whiskey. | thought it was a lost cause." 

"Are you trying to poison yourself, Novak?" | eye her as she takes a sip from the bottle. 


‘lm trying to figure out at what stage of tipsiness I'll feel the happiest.” 


"I think you're way past any stage of tipsiness. Why are you not happy anyway?" 


"I don't know, many things. Always changing." 
"Name a few?" 


"The Cold War's still going on, | don't have any talents, they're playing Guns r' Roses everywhere and it's 


becoming real annoying..." 

"You're just saying that because you're drunk." 

"Oh you don't know anything, Mark Arm," she waves me off. 

"Didn't you want friends you can talk to just a minute ago?" 

"Yeah, but | meant people that, you know, that uh..." 

"That what?" | watch her thoughtful face before taking a swig from her bottle and handing it back. 


"| don't know, | guess people who would understand somehow exactly what | mean without me having to be 


explicit.” 
"You're phenomenally good at not being explicit right now." 
"Whatever, | just feel down today." 


"Couldn't tell" | widen my eyes at her momentarily and open the fridge to see if | have anything to satisfy the 


munchies. 
"You look like you have a head full of worries yourself, Mark Arm. What's bothering you?" 
"Me? Oh, that's just what my face always looks like." 


"Hey! That's what | always tell people!" Kat lets out a genuine laugh. "You do look like you have stuff on your 
mind though. I've seen your face before and that's not what it usually looks like.” 


"My rent's going up." 


"Well fuck!" | glance at her just in time to see her face change into an expression of horror and disgust, and 
then go back to a tipsy, tired smile. "Don't move out." 


"| won't." 


"But speaking of, | should head home soon, I'm working tomorrow." 


"You literally live across the hall. | think getting home should be the least of your worries." | lean back against 
the edge of the counter, right next to Kat, and start eating olives from a can | just opened. 


"You know, I've just been thinking about how | almost dropped out of college." 

Hence the sadness? Interesting. "I think more people have been there than you'd think 

"Three times. Three years in a row." 

Okay, probably not so many have been there three times, but | don't want to push my luck with her. | feel like 
that's already very personal by both our standards, and | don't want to start an interrogation, since that 


clearly doesn't work on her, so | probably shouldn't ask what happened. 


"Aren't you going to ask what happened?" Kat breaks the silence and I'm pretty sure she wouldn't say that if 
she didn't have about a gallon of alcohol in her bloodstream right now. 


"Would you even tell me?" 
"Probably..not, | don't really know how" 
"How to tell me?" 

"Yeah" 

"How come?" 


"Because we don't talk about that..like, my friends, my family, everyone | know... It's like we have this silent 
agreement to not talk about it." 


"Well | personally didn't agree to anything." | look over at her and even though there's no tears in her eyes or 
anything like that, | can see a shift in her expression "Look, you don't have to tell me anything if you don't 
want to." 

"| want to." 

"Then do." 

"| can't!" 


"Then drink some more." | hear my own voice lower, get all steady and calm somehow. 


"That is actually the one thing | can do so well its almost a talent" Kat takes another swig and her face sours 
as she swallows the burning liquid. | don't know what for exactly but she needs that burning, it's obvious as 


hell that there's something she keeps inside that needs to be disinfected. "My skin heals very fast, you know. 
Seamlessly. | nearly chopped my finger off with an axe once, and it looks as good as new now." She lifts her left 
hand and holds up her index finger. 


"Have you ever even seen a new finger in your life?" | capture it between my thumb and my own index finger 
and bring it a little closer to my face. "This is clearly at least..like twenty two years old, give or take. At least 
it's still attached to you, but | don't think its gonna stay that way for very long. God knows where it's been." 


Kat breathes out a faint laugh and retracts her hand to cross her arms over her chest. 
‘lm just sad a lot of the time, to a point where | feel physically crippled. Like, say, to a point of being unable to 


go to places..to class and such." She finally spits out what | could feel hanging above her head this whole time. 


But | have no idea what to say?.. 


It's not like | don't know what that feels like; everyone who was a kid at some point knows what crippling 
sadness feels like. | guess sometimes by some error of existence that sadness drags on into people's adult 
lives, but what can you do? Would | just fuckin’ snap my fingers and make Kat's sadness go away if | could? 
Sure, if it was that easy then why not. Obviously, I'd want her to be happy. 

"Do you ever feel sad, Mark? Like..really fee/ sad?" She interrupts my train of thought. 

"Nope." 

"Well that's just..unhealthy. You know... | think it's important to acknowledge when you're sad and just..be sad." 
That..tide of words kinda washes over my head. "Didn't you just say you're crippled by sadness?" 

"Well that's the thing. I'm catching up, I've suppressed too much sadness in my young life." 

"You're very self-aware, Novak." 

‘| try." 


* * * 


What is that sound? Muffled music? Was that a plate shattering? Wait, was it? | open my eyes and the first 
thing | see is a dusty lampshade hanging from Mark's bedroom ceiling. | sit up and listen to the silence for a 
moment before deciding it was just a dream. Seems like it's still pretty early, and | don't have work until this 
afternoon anyway, but | don't think I'll be able to fall asleep again, so | get out of bed, pick up my bag and my 
clothes, and go take a shower. As l'm leaving the bedroom | glance at Mark who's lying on his stomach, one 
arm hanging over the edge of the bed, his mouth half open, and eyes completely closed. I'm still a little weirded 
out by how different he's been acting since coming back from tour, but | can't say | don't like it. 


| feel like he's been hiding something too, like he's not telling me something. Sure he told me about the rent, 
but there's something else.. And | know there's something, because he has these freakin’ weird moments when 
| catch him just staring straight through a wall or something, and then when | ask what he's thinking about he 
either says nothing or gives me some bullshit lie. Now that's one thing that hasn't changed at all - he doesn't 
know how to act as a half of a relationship. Normal couples share whatever they're going through, but he 


never tells me anything. 


And another thing is, he never asks me to hang out with his friends. Not that | necessarily want to do that, 
but I'd appreciate it if he'd at least offer. But no, instead all | get is him mentioning boring conversations he's 
had with Steve or Kurt, or that redhead neighbour... It's like I'm not intellectual enough for their bullshit 


discussions or something. 

But that's just my luck, | guess. Seattle's full of pussies that call themselves men but they all either disappear 
and never call you back or become so clingy that | start feeling like | need to carry a tank of oxygen around 
with me to not suffocate. I've said this time and again - Mark and | are both pit bulls and sticking together is 
the only way we can come close to a durable relationship. Now there's many things | could change about him, 
but all in good time. | really was beginning to lose hope but this new-ish Mark seems to be more interested in 
our relationship, and | can work with that. 

| strategically avoid getting my hair wet in the shower, since Mark doesn't have a blow dryer and | don't love 
the idea of going out with wet hair in December. | rinse the soap off me, turn off the water, and grab a towel, 
and as l'm stepping out of the tub, the bathroom door opens suddenly and Mark storms in. 

"What the hell?!" 

"| need to pee," he starts doing exactly that while | hold the towel wrapped around me, one foot still in the tub. 
"You ever heard of knocking?!" 

"| couldn't hold it in, what's the big deal?" 

"What's the big deal? I'm in here, Mark! The bathroom's occupied!" 

"Oh, I've seen you naked, nothing scandalous there." 


"Doesn't matter! I'm taking a shower and it's not the same!" 


"Come on, | would have pissed my pants," the asshole washes his hands and turns to dry them on the towel 


that I'm using to cover myself. 


"Fuck you, Mark, don't be a jerk!" 


He sighs and finishes wiping his hands on his shirt when | tug on the towel. "I'm sorry, | didn't realise it's such 
a big deal, Jesus..." 


He's..what? Sorry? | don't think I've ever heard Mark say ‘I'm sorry’ and not sound obviously sarcastic. | can't 
believe | didn't see this change coming, it's like someone snapped their fingers and now Mark calls me and says 
‘I'm sorry’ and asks how my day's been. It almost sounds too good to be true.. 

"Whatever, it's fine. Just don't do that again. We're not animals." 

"Sure. I'll just pee in the hallway," he lightly pinches my chin and gets out of the bathroom with a grin. 

Eh, he's trying. We'll get there. 

There's not much in the fridge that | could substitute for breakfast, Mark doesn't even have any coffee, so | 
decide to leave pretty soon after | get dressed and put some make up on. | don't know how he survives going 

grocery shopping like once a month and eating canned food and readymade meals. 

"lll see you later, Mark" 

"When?" He turns away from the fridge that he's just been inspecting and looks at me. 

"When what?" 


"When will you see me, Kristi?" 


"| don't know..." Well, well, well. He even cares about that now. A little while ago he wouldn't even care if we 


didn't see each other for two weeks at a time, and now | haven't even left yet and he's already asking. 


"Call me sometime." He walks over to me from the kitchen and when he's standing in front of me, he just 


stares at me silently for a moment. "I like how you did stuff to your face." 
"Its called makeup, Mark" | bite down my lip to not let my smile get too big. 


"Well, call me or send me a telegram or something. We can hang out and stuff, watch | Love Lucy or 


something... 
“Sure...” 


We kiss goodbye and | let myself out feeling both pleased and confused. If | find out that he really is cheating 


on me, | will cut his- 


"Hey, Kristi." 


| turn around to see the short black girl walking out of the apartment across the hall and smiling at me. 
"I'm Mark's neighbour. | ran into the two of you a couple of months ago," she explains. 

"Right, right. | remember your face." 

‘Oh, my name's Lizzy." 

"Lizzy? That's cute." 

"And you're Kristine!" 

Duh. "Same one, yeah." 


"You should come hang out at our place sometime. | mean, if Mark can walk in whenever he wants, you're 


welcome by extention" 
"| uh..." 


"I think it'd be cool to get to know you some too. Sometimes our apartment becomes overrun by men, so we 
could use some feminine energy. Funny when you think that | already live with three girls." she starts yapping 
away a mile a second. "I'm going home for Chrismas in a couple of weeks but before that we're planning on 
doing something fun, like going out to a bar or something. You should join! I'll let Mark know when exactly, it'd 
be cool if you both showed!" 


Wow, this girl is frickin’ hyper. | don't know that | could survive her for a whole evening, but hey..if Mark 
won't invite me to spend time with his friends, I'll take what | can get. "Sure, Lizzy. Sounds fun" 


* * * 

"So Bruce's birthday is not today?" Sean scratches his head like a dumb caveman 
'No, it's on Monday." 

"Cool, cool. So whose place is this?" 


"Bruce's" All that drumming must've cracked his skull because I've just had to deal with the dumbest sequence 


of questions I've heard all week. Plus, Alice In Chains guys never struck me as the brightest gang either way. 


"Did you break up with Kat, Stone?" Xana materialises out of nowhere, cigarette in hand, vaguely pissed of look 
on her face, the usual. She glances over to the other side of the room and | follow her gaze to see Kat 


standing around with Eva and Gwen, talking to some people. 


"Yeg" 
"Are you lying?" 

"Yog" 

"Did she break up with you?" Xana insists. 
"Yog" 

"| will get the truth out of you, googly eyes... 


But before she can think of different questions to pester me with, Demri runs up to us flailing her tiny arms 


and squealing about some otherworldly chakra things as usual, and swoops Xana away. 


"They're not petite like..like Demri, but not fat either.” Sean's voice makes me turn back to him as he lectures 
Jerry, Layne, and Jeff on this gripping topic. 


"Who now?" 

"The geeks." 

Oh that explains everything. Why do | hang out with these clowns? 

"Eva's just tall" Layne notes. 

"And has big boobs." Sean adds while Jeff remains as silent as a dead cat. 
"Her and Kat both." | encourage them to see where this goes. 

"What? Boobs? Kat?" Jerry looks genuinely intrigued by this new information. 
"Well, not enormous, but yeah...” 

"They just dress very differently,” Jeff finally opens his mouth and points at the girls. 
"Hm, | guess she does.” 

‘Lizzy has big tits too" Jerry announces. 


"She's a lot shorter than the rest of them though. She's tiny." Sean carries on with the discussion as if he's a 
rocket scientist at a NASA convention. 


"Well, she is short, but not tiny. | mean she has..curves. All over her." 


"Who has curves? Stone? Nah, he's as flat as a board." Cornell must be using the same magic kit as Xana 


because just a second ago he was nowhere to be seen and here he is now, right next to me. 


"They're talking about the geeks, man, annnnd my cup is empty... Jeff flips his solo cup upside down and then 
disappears as suddenly as Chris appeared. 


"So no one's discussing Stone's flat chest?" Chris pats my back making me stumble a little and | just shake my 


head. 


"Who'd you go for? If you had to?" Layne eyes everyone in our little group with a somewhat devilish smile. 
"Which one would you sleep with?" 


"Who'd you go for?" Sean throws the question back at his band mate. 
"Demri, obviously. | can't say anyone else." 

"You're her little bitch, Layne," Sean laughs out and Layne shrugs. 
"All of them. All of them are fine young ladies." 

"That's not an answer." 


| mean.." Layne croaks a chuckle. "I shouldn't have asked, should |? | don't know, Eva seems cool. She has a 
black belt. You can only imagine the things she could do..." 


"Lizzy" Jerry spits out unprompted. "I mean, probably.. Yeah.. Lizzy's cute." 
"Fuck cute. Gwen's hot, I'd totally bang her." Sean gives his answer. 
"Oh yeah, definitely. But that's the obvious answer." Jerry adds to his previous statement. 


"Almost too obvious.” Layne agrees and then him and his two band mates all look at me. Again, why do | hang 


out with these buttheads? 

"Yeah, sure, Gwen's hot, let's bang Gwen Hypothetically, obviously" | answer with zero enthusiasm. 
"Is that really your answer, Stoney? Not Kat?" Chris gives me a shit eating grin 

T 


"What about you, Christopher?" Layne goes on. "Who's your pick?" 


"Uh..." He looks over at the three fourths of the geeks for a moment and l'm beginning to think he's taking this 


conversation way too seriously. "It has to be just one?" 

"Kinky!" Layne cackles. "What if you could choose two? Or do you need three? Or all four?!" 

| accidentally meet Kat's eyes as l'm listening to this idiot talk show and she waves at me so | make my way 
towards her and she meets me in the middle. She does have boobs, you can't not see that-Oh my god, don't 
look at Kat's boobs, don't look at Kat's boobs... 

"Fancy running into you here." She quips. 

"Who would have thought we'd meet at my band mate's party to which | told you to come?" 

"No one! Not in a million years! So how's it going?" 

"Going insane. You know, Gwen's pretty popular in ‘who'd you bang' games.” 

"Figures. What were the other choices?" 

"Oh you know, just some other people. No one you know." 


"Don't tell me no one picked Lizzy or Eva?! Lizzy's cute as heck!" 


"Actually, someone said exactly that." | instinctively turn back to the group of brain dead musicians to see 


Chris staring directly at me..or no, more like to my left, like at Kat, somewhere in that general direction 
"Honestly, I'd go for Eva" 


"This is it." | widen my eyes at Kat's statement. "There is no one left in this city to have a civilised 


conversation with." 


* eK 


"Oh, you can sing alright" Gwen keeps pressing Kat when she refuses Chris' suggestion to front an impromptu 


karaoke band. "Besides, it's not about talent but about having fun" 
"No. | see zero fun in that." 
"You need to start saying yes to more things." 


"On the contrary, | need to stop saying yes to everything, because | do that and the next thing | know, I'm in a 
car with two guys, one of whom is Ukrainian and barely speaks any English, and we're drinking whiskey in the 


middle of a bridge at three am." 

"Has that actually happened?" Chris stares at Kat curiously. 

"Yes," Gwen and | answer at the same time, which we know because we were there too, because we listened to 
Kat. What she also just failed to mention is that the other guy, the one who's not Ukrainian, was slightly 
unstable and notorious for scaring his passengers by speeding like a maniac, just for shits and giggles. Actually, 
this one girl he was giving a lift to ended up with her forehead split open because she wasn't wearing a 


seatbelt when he decided to go thirty miles over speed limit and then slam the break. But anyway... 


"There's at least three singers from actual bands in this apartment right now, why are you under the 


impression I'd ever voluntarily sing in front of them and everyone else?" 

"Because it's fun!" Gwen cackles. 

"How about you sing then? In Spanish or something? Seduce everyone even more!" 

"What are you even talking about?" 

‘I've heard you're popular in tonight's ‘who'd you bang' games." Kat so obviously changes the topic. 
"Where did you hear that?" Chris turns to her so fast l'm surprised his neck didn't snap. 

"Stone told me." 

"That's just disgusting. Who talks about people like that?" 


"Oh, ugh, yeah, some of these guys..they're just gross, you wouldn't believe." Chris mumbles and | have to 


say, he's an exceptionally awful actor. 
"We totally do that too," Kat pats Chris on the shoulder. 

"Oh really? Interesting, So... 

"What time is it?" | leave them to it and turn to Gwen since she usually has a wristwatch. 

"Quarter past ten. Why?" 

"| saw Aimee today, she said she's gonna be hanging out with some friends at that new bar.what's it called." 
"Notre Vie?" 


"Yeah, that's the one! She said they still have half price cocktails for the opening week." 


"Yeah? I've heard its a pretty neat place. I'd be interested in checking it out 

"Well, everyone's still definitely there and Aimee said we're welcome to join” 

"Well, let's! I've been ready to leave this party an hour ago." 

"We literally got here an hour and a half ago." 

"Just goes to show, this is a lame party." Gwen shrugs and motions her hand around as if proving the point. | 
wouldn't say its boring, it's just that there's not a lot of people she knows, plus Mike is busy tonight... | would 
consider staying a little longer, but since | have a backup plan, might as well use it. | don't get to hang out with 
Aimee that often anyway. 

"What do you think, Kat?" 

"About what?" She looks at me distractedly since | clearly interrupted her and Chris’ debate. 

"We're thinking of going to..." 

"Notre Vie," Gwen helps me out again. "We're not thinking, we're definitely going." 

"What's that?" 

"A new bar. We're meeting Aimee and some other people there.” 

"Uh." 

"Come on! 

She shoots a glance at Chris and then takes a step towards us as if she's about to tell us an embarrassing 


secret. "I've been enjoying everyone's company, honestly, but | just kinda wanna go home. If you could just drop 


me off on the way...” 
"That's fine, you don't need to feel bad, Kat..." 


Its not really on our way though. It would double the length of our drive to the bar." Gwen points out and it's 
true. We'd probably only get there even later than that.. "You sure you don't want to come with us?" 


‘I've been going to parties like once every two weeks the past few months. I've had enough. | can just take a 


bus though!" Kat quickly adds pretty enthusiastically as if to assure us that that's really okay with her. 


"| don't know... Are you sure?.." 


"| can take her home!" Chris, who | didn't even realise was still listening to us, perks up all of a sudden "I was 


gonna leave soon anyway. It's on my way." 

"Really?" 

"Yeah!" 

"Well, that settles that then. Chris will give me a ride." 

"You learned nothing from the Ukrainian guy and his friends, have you?" 

"I have too! I've learnt the importance of always wearing a seatbelt, Eval" 

eX 

"You wanna come upstairs for a coffee or something? And | don't mean to sounds..suggestive or anything." 
"Suggestive?" Chris chuckles with a somewhat confused look crossing his face. 

"You know.. l'm just offering you a coffee, not trying to hit on you." 

"Why not?" 

"| don't hit on people." 

"Why not?" 

"Half the time | don't like people, and the rest of the time | don't like rejection" 

"Which one is it now?" 

| honestly hate to..toot my own horn, but is he hitting on me? I've been running into Chris a lot lately, and he 
has been acting super friendly towards me, and maybe l'm just imagining stuff, but it does seem like he makes 
a point to..! don't know, to be around me and be nice to me. Nah, there's no way he actually likes me. Does he 
maybe think I'm easy? That's probably it, just like most guys, he probably thinks I'm easy because | don't look 
like someone who gets that kind of attention often. On the other hand, do | care? How hypocritical of me, but | 
don't think | do. | must be some sort of a champion of turning people down on the basis of feeling like they're 
just trying to use me, but since | find Chris attractive, all of a sudden I'm okay with it.. 


"Do you think | don't like you?" | ask him with a small shrug. Keep it cool. 


"| don't know, you tell me." 


What the hell is going on?! 

"| wouldn't be offering to make you coffee if | didn't” 

Chris flashes me a big smile and swiftly turns around to get out of the car, so | do the same. He acts like he 
likes being around me... | must be projecting, right? He just gave me a ride home and it's totally fair for him to 
take me up on my coffee offer. | mean, | rarely refuse coffee even from people | definitely don't like. 

"Hey, Lizzy!" | greet my roommate once we get upstairs and walk into our apartment. She's walking out of the 
bathroom looking all shiny since she uses coconut oil instead of moisturiser and | envy her every day, because 
it makes her smell heavenly and gives her perfect skin, but any kind of oils just don't agree with my body. 
Really, if | was Chris, I'd be giving Lizzy rides home. | wonder if he chose her for the banging game? 


"Hi, guys," she smiles at Chris and then gives me a questioning look while he lingers behind me closing the door. 


In response, | shrug and shake my head at her at the same time. 


"Chris just drove me home on his way. Eva and Gwen went to some..to a bar, | don't remember the name. But 


they're meeting a couple of friends there so they'll be back later.” 
"Yeah? Cool." 


"Did we get a new light bulb?" | ask casting a glance in the direction of the bathroom as | get the coffee water 
boiling. 


"No, | just took a shower in candlelight. | couldn't be more single, but who says | can't have romance anyway?" 


She laughs. "So how was the party? Did you two have fun?" 
"It was fine." 
"| tried to get Kat to sing karaoke, but she wouldn't" 


"She doesn't sing in front of people," Lizzy bobs her head at Chris. "Though she sings in her bedroom and in 
the shower sometimes." 


"Lizzy, you can't prove anything.” 


She chuckles and yawns without trying to argue with me. "I was just getting ready for bed, | have work early 


tomorrow, but it was nice to see you, Chris. And you too, Kat." 


"We'll keep our voices low," | assure her but she flicks her wrist with a smile as if telling me to not worry 


about it. Of course she would, Lizzy is, after all, the queen of sleep. Not even an atomic bomb could wake her 


up. 


"Goodnight, Lizzy, sleep tight" Chris lifts his hand in a sort of lazy wave at her and she disappears in her 


bedroom. 
"How do you take your coffee?" 
"Black, no sugar. What?" He asks when he sees an involuntary smile stretch across my lips. 


"| don't know, | just like it when other people drink black coffee too. Its stupid, but | just have this thing. Its 
like the opposite of a pet peeve." 


"Good call, Chris," he covers his mouth with a hand and theatrically whispers to himself. 
"Chris?" 
"What?" 


Why are you here? No. Why are you so nice to me? Nope, that just sounds stupid. "Thanks for the ride home. 


And for hanging out with me at parties and shows where | don't really know..or like anyone else." 
"Sure. | enjoy hanging out with you." 
"Weirdo." 


"For enjoying your company?" He laughs out and | shush him pointing at Lizzy's room. "Are you always so 


annoyingly self deprecating?" 
"More or less." 
“Thought so." 


"If you had listened to our conversation the first time we met, you'd have figured that out ages ago. IT usually 


takes people talking to me once for my self deprecating tendencies to come out 
"What conversation?" 

"You know, on the balcony at that party." 

"That wasn't the first time we met though." 


"Well, | guess technically it wasn't" 


It wasn't the first time non-technically either. The first time we met we didn't converse much and | thought 
you looked like a character from one of those artsy black and white European movies." Chris looks over at me 
from the other side of the living room, standing next to the table with random pieces of mail littered across 
it, holding his coffee cup by the handle, his other hand buried deep in his jeans pocket. 

"Well, my last name did originate somewhere in Europe. And | can swear in about five European languages." 
"Wow, I'm both intimidated and aroused" 

| almost shoot hot coffee out through my nostrils at Chris! words but he continues to just casually stroll 
around the living room. Although | swear | saw his lips stretch into a proud smile just before he turned away 
to make his way towards the end of the couch. Seriously, why are you here? What are you doing here?? 
‘Never had that reaction before." | mumble not knowing what else to say. 

"You're very inhospitable. Didn't even offer me a chair.” 

| thought that was a given?.." | shrug as | myself walk over to the couch and as soon as | sit down, Chris 
leaps over the end of it and makes himself comfortable right next to me. In fact, some of him is on me rather 
than next to me. 

"Am | sitting too close?" 

"Uh...no." 

"Cool." 

"How's the coffee?" 


"All kinds of good" 


What the heck is going on here? Somehow Chris has gotten even closer to me since asking if he was too close. 
Is he going to kiss me? Is he drunk? | should have investigated that before | got into a car with him, | could 


have died 

‘Is it just me or is it getting hot in here?" 

"Did you really just say that?" Chris cackles and | shrug. 
| couldn't think of anything else." 


"Well, you know what?" 


"What?" 


Without saying another word, Chris leans in and presses a kiss onto my lips, and next thing | know, l'm kissing 
him back, and then eventually | pull away. 


"I thought you said you weren't hitting on me?" He grins at me. 
"Wh- You just kissed me!" | whisper-shout. 
"And you kissed me back." 


"Doesn't make any sense. You'll never find out how tall you are in space because they'd never send an idiot like 


you up there." 

"Well, whatever, l'm perfectly content down here." He drinks down the last gulp of coffee and sets the mug 
down on a little table. "So, now that that's out of the way, do you think we can kiss more often?" He makes a 
point of staring at his shirt and picking off pieces of fuzz. 

"Um.." Shit. | don't know.. What does that even mean, really? | refuse to commit to anything... Wait, hold your 
horses, he didn't even explicitly talk about any type of commitment, which goes to show just how much | am 


incapable of any level of intimacy and all that stuff that goes with it. Like, kiss more often as in.what?! 


"What about at least just now?" Chris gives me a crooked smile when | fail to think of a response for long 


enough. 

"Yeah, now's a good time." 

“Awesome.” Chris starts playing with the tips of my hair and leaning closer again, but then all of a sudden 
Lizzy's bedroom door explodes open and | jump on my feet faster than | would have ever thought was humanly 


possible. 


"Forgot to leave the matches in the bathroom," she smiles at us, seemingly suspecting nothing, and darts into 


the bathroom, only to come out a few seconds later and go back into her bedroom. 

"What?" | flail my arms when | notice Chris grinning at me. 

"Nothing." He stands up too and shrugs. "Should | leave?" 

Okay, what's my plan of action here.. "Only if you want to.” Really, that's the best | can think of.. 


He clicks his tongue and gives me a look with a quirked eyebrow. "Do | look like | do?" 


| look around the empty living room, realising it's not the best place to do anything that | don't want my 
roommates to know about. | mean, Lizzy's right there and Gwen and Eva might be back any minute. Hm.. What 
am | even doing anyway? If | was tipsy when we got here, | feel as sober as you can possibly be right now. But 
somehow this still doesn't seem like a bad idea. | mean, the last time Chris was here he wouldn't leave my 
room half the night and | kicked him out. But aren't these years of my life supposed to be the time when | live 
recklessly and make out with attractive people whenever | can? Given the fact that | don't find myself 
presented with the opportunity to do so very often, | just can't say no. Right? 


"We can't stay here," | start walking into my bedroom but even before Chris has the chance to follow me in 
and close the door | swiftly turn around to face him. "And don't take this as something it's not, we just can't 


sit around in the living room with five million other people walking around the place." 

"Yeah, yeah, of course. And you're not hitting on me either. There's nothing suggestive about any of this. We 
just happen to enjoy kissing," he steps over to me and | notice just how tall he is all over again, and that's just 
on this planet. 


"Exactly." 


"You are one of the coolest people I've ever known. In a, you know, very weird way, which makes you all the 
more cool," Chris flashes me a grin and | can't help but mirror it, and then he kisses me again. 


l8. psychos, tadpoles, and a frat house 


| open my eyes and it takes me a moment to remember where | am. My cloudy gaze slides over the side of 
the room that I'm facing in the sticky dimness; then | roll over on my back and when | glance at Kat's face, | 
see her eyelids twitch as if she just closed them shut. 

We fell asleep. Fully clothed, except for our shoes. And |..love it? | mean, I've missed this, just talking to 
someone until you fall asleep. It felt nice. Felt like..| was safe, | guess. From what? | don't know, but | do know 
that the guys that were discussing the fuckableness of girls last night would ostracise me if they heard me 
say that. It's just so chill and felt so normal, like | could have stayed in Kat's room with her for hours, doing 
nothing.. Well, not exactly nothing. Just making out some and laughing and listening to music and talking some, 
and falling asleep. It just felt like everything is ok, like | didn't need to worry about anything, or be anyone. 
"Are you gonna pretend to sleep for much longer?" | prop myself on my elbow and poke Kat's side. 

"Do | have panda eyes?" 


"What?" 


She sighs, rubs her under eyes with her knuckles and sits up on the edge of the bed with her back turned to 


me. "It's almost nine." 
| was right then" | sit up too and stretch my arms. 
“About what?" 


"You didn't throw me out at five." 


"Congratulations," she mumbles, jumps to her feet, and walks to the bedroom door but instead of opening it, 


she freezes and presses her ear to the door crack. "Are you in a hurry?" Kat looks over at me. 
"Uh..no, not really..." 
"Do you mind staying here until there's no one in the living room?" 


"Are you ashamed of me?" | tease her but judging by the look on her face, this situation is graver than my 
uneducated brain could ever comprehend. "What's the big deal?" 


"Gwen and Eva are out there." 


"So what?" 


"Well that's the thing!" Kat turns around and throws her arms out dramatically with a pained look and that 
same whisper-shouting she was using last night. "It's nota big deal, but you don't know my roommates. Lizzy's 


gonna start planning our wedding-" 

"Because | spent the night here once?" 

"Yes! And Gwen's gonna be acting all smug because she's gonna think she was right all along and-" 
"Right about what?" 


"You know..things! And Eva's gonna get all quietly judgy... | would just rather not have to deal with 


that.. You have some weird roommates too, you should understand." 


"Hm." Maybe she's got a point. After all of Xana's outbursts of obsession with Kat and Stone's relationship, 
there's no way in hell I'll ever allow her to find out about last night. 


"Shit! /m in a hurry! | forgot | work at ten!" 


| have to do something or Kat will blow a fuse so | step over to her and put my hands on her shoulders while 


she's looking around frantically, completely taken over by panic. "Calm down, it's going to be okay." 


"Who knows how long they're gonna be sitting out there? And | can't even call in sick or something.. What if | 


just leave you here?" Her eye suddenly sparkle at me. 
"No!" | snort. 


"Nah, it wouldn't work anyway because someone would probably come into my bedroom to borrow a sweater 


or something... | can't risk that.." 


"Just go into the living room and distract them?" | suggest while running my fingers up and down the sides of 


Kat's arms, which she either is, or pretends to be, completely oblivious to. 


Out of the blue, without no warning whatsoever, she slaps her own forehead, squirms out of my reach, and 
starts piling books in the middle of the bed. | should have seen this coming. | should have known. That's why l'm 
so intrigued by Kat. I'm always attracted to psychos, plain and simple. 


"Come onl" She climbs on top of the little book tower and opens the skylight and motions for me to follow 
before hoisting herself up and out of my sight. "You can tie your shoes later!" She pokes her head back in 
through the hole in the ceiling so, of course, | obey. 


"This seems pretty dangerous." | glance around once | join her on the roof. Its been raining during the night and 
it's slippery, and even though there's a barrier keeping me from sliding off the edge of the roof, | still stand 
by my words. "Again, you just know exactly how to turn me on, Kat, don't you?" 


"Oh psh, I've been up here a million times and I'm still alive." 


This is fucking ridiculous..! love it! follow her as she makes her way to the other side of the building until we 
reach another skylight and she opens it, with much more ease than she did the one in her room. | can't 
remember the last time | enjoyed being awake in the morning this much as | watch Kat stick her upper body 
in through the window and talk to someone, although | can't hear what she's saying. Then her head comes back 


out and instead she lowers her legs, then torso, and then disappears inside completely, so again, | follow her. 
There is no bed directly under the skylight, but it seems like we're in someone's bedroom. It looks nothing like 
Kat's though. Not only the shape of it is different, it also looks like..like a dude's bedroom, it has that vibe. And 
just when | thought this couldn't get any more absurd, | turn around whilst inspecting the room to find Mark 
Arm standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame. 


"lll explain later." Kat mumbles while walking past him. 


‘lm looking forward to it" Mark flashes me a toothy smile and | nod at him, scratch my face, point at Kat 


whom | can see in the next room, and go out after her. 

"Nice place. Smells kinda weird, but excellent use of space," | comment on the two rooms that | just got to see. 
"Yeah, I've told Mark to get some incense sticks but he thinks thats gonna make his place smell weird. Okay, 
you gotta go now," Kat informs me after looking out through the peephole and comes to grab my forearm and 
escort me to the door. 

"Geez, you just can't wait for me to leave, can you?" 


"Oh hey, can you hear the church bells ring in Lizzy's head?" Kat cups her ear dramatically. 


"Okay, okay, I'm going. Goodbye, Kat." | press a hand to my chest as | back out through the door and end up 
standing in the hallway. 


"Yeah, see ya later, Chris.” 

"Hopefully sooner rather than later." 

A smile springs to her lips and she closes the door swiftly yet soundlessly. | get down on my knee to tie my 
boots as faint laughter seeps out from the geeks' apartment. Hm. Maybe it would have been even more 


entertaining in a very bizarre way to let her roommates see me walk out of her bedroom. 


"You can tie your shoes later!" Kat reappears in Mark's doorway and whisper-shouts one last thing at me 


before leaving me alone in the hallway again 


* * * 

"So why are you sneaking Chris Cornell out through my apartment on this beautiful Sunday morning?" 
"Because l- Wait, it's Sunday?" 

"Yeah." 

"Not Monday?" 

"Nope" 


"| don't have work today then.. Anyway, | don't want my roommates to assume things and start gossiping and 


get all smug, hence sneaking Chris Cornell out through your apartment." 

"What about me? | can do those things too!" 

‘| love my live-in friends and all, but I'd rather take that from you than them. 

"Well, well," | rearrange my facial features into the smuggest smirk | can. "Chris Cornell, eh?" 


‘Oh, he.. It's nothing," Kat shrugs as if trying to shoo a mildly annoying fly off her shoulder. "I'm not sure if 
it's a faux pas to tell you this, but we didn't even have sex." 


Not that | necessarily needed the image of them having sex in my head, but it's there now, so yeah, moving 
on. "Last time | saw you, just this week, you said you don't care about guys and want nothing to do with them. 
What happened?" 


"I still continue to not care. And speaking of that night, | drank stuff and | said things. | was even trying to 
have a heartfelt conversation with you, getting into emotions and shit.. Let's not dwell on it, okay.” 


"Eesh, wish | could forget that" | shudder exaggeratedly. l'm glad she mentioned it though, its good to know 
she was sentient then And plus she seems like she's better now, so that's good. And also now we can just 


mock ourselves and move past it. 


"I know, gross. Anyway, why are you awake so early on a Sunday?" She makes her way back into my bedroom 


and | follow suit. 
"Oh, you know..." | trail off with a shrug, hoping that's enough of an answer. 
Kinda funny she should ask. Except that its not really funny. | just couldn't sleep anymore, | woke up at six and 


started thinking about asking Kristi to move in and it was all downhill from there. On one hand, it feels right, it 
feels like it could work just fine. | would have a..a..a girlfriend, right here, living with me..And Kristi's not the 


domestic type anyway, she's cool, she's her own person, she has a social life, she's smart enough to not 
interpret living together as starting..some sort of a..family life..thing. On the other hand, just the asking part 
itself makes my stomach turn What if she says no? What if she freaks out on me? Or worse, what if she 
says yes?! 


"What's wrong with you?" Kat inspects my face with narrowed eyes. 

"Can you keep a secret?" 

"Yeah?" 

"So can |" Actually, its not much of a secret, or not for much longer. 

"Whatever. Oh, | don't know if you know this." She starts while looking around the room, then runs out and 
comes back with a chair from the kitchen, all while talking slightly louder. "Lizzy ran into your Kristine and 


invited her to hang out with us before Lizzy goes to New York for Christmas." 


Now that's creepy, why would Kat be telling me about Kristi right now? Can she read my mind? Kat? You hear 
me?... "Yep, I've been informed about that..." 


Actually, that's another thing that's kept me from sleeping this morning. I've made my peace with it though. If 
Kristi becomes friends with Lizzy, she'll maybe want to live next door to her and then they can hang out 
whenever, and | can continue to be fine with this whole thing. They could totally be friends..the yin and yang 
type of friends, where one's a sweet angel and the other's Kristi. Maybe Kristi could be friends with Gwen.. 
they both have that..fierceness about them? Like they own whatever place they just walked into. Or maybe 
that's a bad thing that they're both like that... Hm. 


‘Its fine if she doesn't want to. | mean, obviously | don't know what her feelings are about it, but no one's 
gonna be offended if she doesn't want to come. But if she does, just don't say anything! It's cool if she does! 
Just, you know..whichever." 


"Okay." 


"Okay." Kat gives me two thumbs up..? And positions the chair right under the skylight, so | guess she's going 
back. 


"Now what?" | ask when she hesitates in the middle of stepping on the chair. 
| have a Dion and The Belmonts song stuck in my head.” 


"The what and the what song?" 


Kat slowly turns around to face me looking deeply horrified. "Dion and The Belmonts? Dion DiMucci? You don't 


know who Dion is? You're joking right?" Her voice keeps getting higher when | shrug multiple times. 
"Swear on my mother." 
"How can you... What.. Have you ever heard of the fifties?" 


"Did this Dion person play rock and roll in the fifties? Because | wasn't allowed to listen to any of that stuff, | 
told you." 


"Are you just being sarcastic?" Kat continues to look at me without much trust which makes me laugh. 


"| was born in an air force base. Where do you think the music of the devil fits into that sort of childhood 


narrative?" 


‘Oh please. So you just morphed into a dirty hardcore punk person without ever getting into proper fifties rock 


and roll?" 

"| swear on..your mother too?" 

‘Oh my gosh." She becomes animated again and gets up on the chair to get out through the skylight again, 
which I'm still somewhat confused about why that's happening right now. "I'll have to make you an educational 
mixtape sometime." 

"This is the age of CD, Novak. Keep up." 

"Have a day, Arm." She closes the window from the outside. Ha. Have a day. 

*** 

"So we're really hiring again?" 


"Jack realised he actually needs to work himself if he wants to have fewer employees." Jeff answers my 


rhetorical question as we watch our manager put up a 'HIRING' sign in the shop window. "You're an hour early." 
I'm not going to start working just yet. | just figured there's no point to go home between lab and here." 


‘Oh yeah? So how's..that whole thing going?" Jeff asks while taking cups from the dishwasher and drying them, 


and sounding kind of embarrassed, or maybe bored, | don't know. 


"IFs interesting but exhausting. It also follows me wherever | go.." | lift a thick book that | was clutching to my 
chest and then let go of it a couple of inches above one of the tables in the cafe, letting it drop with a 
dramatic thud. 


"Woah!" Jeff whistles with raised eyebrows as he looks over. "Coffee?" 

"| do need one, but | can make it myself." 

"IFs alright, not like | have any customers right now. I'll make it for you." 

"Oh okay, thanks." 

| take off my jacket, make myself relatively comfortable on a padded corner bench, and start reading about a 
study that examined the effects that herbicide has on tadpoles. Turns out most types of same herbicide that 
kills bees and weeds actually gives tadpoles a kind of immune system booster and makes them toxic to 
predators, and now | have to get into this fifteen page text to understand why exactly does that happen. 

Jeff brings me a coffee with milk in a little while and | add a teaspoon of sugar in it without ever peeling my 
eyes off the page. My investment in the book is enough to completely drown out the sounds of people walking 
in, talking, or walking out of Raison for four and a half pages, until one vaguely familiar voice starts screaming 


something about corruption and discrimination. 


"It didn't occur to either one of you to tell me you're hiring again?!" Heather is standing in front of the 
counter and yelling at Jeff while pointing at the sign in the window with one hand. 


"Jack only put the sign like half an hour ago," he answers as | dart my eyes back to the page, but no matter 


how hard | try, | just can't seem to block their voices anymore. 

"Why didn't he tell me though? Babe, why do you let people make an ass out of me like that?" 

TE 

"You don't care that Jack is being a dickhead to me, you let your friends think they can push me around. 
"Okay, first of all, what the fuck? And can we talk about this later?" 

"| want to tak about this now. And | want to talk to Jack too” 

"He's probably upstairs at the Sub Pop office, you can.go do that" 

"Ugh. Jeff!" 

"What?" 


Okay, focus, read words..tadpoles..carcinogenic..glyphosates... No matter how hard | try not to, | can still hear 
every third word that Jeff and Heather are saying, and it sounds like there's an overdue fight brewing 


between them two. Seriously though, why didn't he just tell her Raison needs another barista? If he gets in big 
trouble with her now, it's all his fault. And | don't even want to be around her, much less work with her, why 
am | even worrying about this? | guess anything to stop the angry screaming... 

"Maybe you wouldn't need to hire anyone new if she actually did some working around here?" | don't even need 
to look up to know that Heather is talking about me. Ugh just leave me the hell out of this. "She's literally just 
sitting there." 

"She's not working yet, she showed up early." 

"Why are you defending her??" 

‘lm not defending anyone, I'm just telling you..." 

"Can we go talk somewhere private?" Heather's voice goes down but somehow sounds even more frightening. 
"Nol" Jeff's voice in turn goes up and shrill. "lm at work, | can't go anywhere." 

As if to illustrate his point, a small group of girls walks in to get their coffees, which leaves Heather standing 
on the other side of our espresso machine while Jeff is on the other side pulling shots. Geez, some girlfriend 
he has. When | first realised she wanted this job when | started working here, | kinda felt bad. | mean, not bad 
enough to give up the sweet deal that I'm getting here, that allows me to both work and study, but just a 
little bad about how Jack was a dick about it and didn't even give her a chance. But now | totally understand 
him. Every time she comes here, | like her less and less.. Or, its not that | like her less, | just think she's 


annoying with her constant whining. And that only makes me question Jeffs intellect more. 


I'd started reading again when my thoughts get interrupted by Heather's voice once more. "You never have 


time for me anymore, you never talk to me. And l'm tired of pretending like that doesn't bother me 
"What are you-Look, I'd love to talk to you right now, but | cant! 

"You'd love to talk to me? Please. 

"Honestly, | dont want you to be mad at me, but | really can't talk right now." 

"Well maybe then I'l leave and go home" 

"That's a good idea Ill come over when I'm done here" 

"Don't bother. It's gonna be too late" 


Oh my fucking god, this is never going to end. It's like a really bad soap opera. | can't believe Kat thinks 
Heather's not that bad, as she put it. Then again, Kat likes weird people. 


"You just admitted it" Heather continues to freak out after whatever Jeff just said "Your job is more 
important to you than me! And what kind of job is this anyway? You're just making other people's coffee!" 


| can't listen to this anymore. | can't read either. | don't know what Jeffs thinking right now, but he needs to 
take care of this mess that is his relationship, so | get up, grab my things, and go into the staff room only to 
emerge a minute later with my apron on, just in time to take a new customer's order. There go my forty five 


minutes of quality time with my book 


‘ll take over from here," | mumble quietly, out of fear of attracting Heather's attention, as | squeeze past 


Jeff to get to the espresso machine. 

He kinda hesitates, but when the curly haired psycho continues to publicly list all of her problems with him, he 
gives up and asks her to wait a second while he goes to get his stuff from the back. And then, finally, the 
usual quiet sounds of a coffee shop envelop the place. A little while later | grab my book again and set it down 
open on the counter behind me so that | could read it between customers. This is all | ask for; | can do things 
my own way, not have anyone boss me around, clean and close the place for the night, and do everything at 
my own pace. Perfect. 

* eX 

"Who's in the bathroom?" | ask no one in particular after attempting to open the locked door. 

"Mike." Gwen answers from her bedroom and | poke my head in to see her put her earrings on. 


"Is he taking a shower?" 


"No, he's just peeing. He should be out soon because he promised to give me a ride to work and I'm almost 


late." 

"Aren't you always late anyway?" 
"Lizzy! Not the point!" 

"Why aren't you driving yourself?" 


"Honestly? | just like it when he drives me places." She laughs and | go get myself a snack from the kitchen, 
where | find Eva, and only the notice Lukin on the couch. 


"Where were you?" He asks over the sound of the TV. 


"| was taking a nap." 


"Aw, little sleepy baby," Eva ruffles my hair and grabs the sandwich that she just finished making. 

"You're not working today?" 

"Nah, | just have some..homework for uni," she points at her bedroom while making her way towards it. 
"Where's Kat?" | ask Lukin and he shrugs. 

"Haven't seen her today.” 

| hear Mike leave the bathroom so | dart in there before anyone else can occupy it again, briefly waving ‘hit at 
him as | do. What am / going to do today? | guess I'll call my family in a little while, then maybe see if any of 
my friends feel like grabbing some dinner..although | don't know that | want to go anywhere tonight. | was so 
cosy in bed, | after a long shift at the Fairmont. Plus I'm pretty sure it's raining. Maybe Matt wants to watch 
a movie if he's planning on hanging around here tonight? We could go to Blockbuster, pick up some snacks on 
our way back.. Huh, so that's as close as I'll get to having a love life right now? Using Lukin as a boyfriend 
substitute? Well, better to be alone together, | guess. 

| come out of the bathroom just in time to hear knocking on the door, so | go get it while Gwen's staring into 
one of the kitchen cupboards and complaining about someone always eating her chocolates. | open the door 
without looking who it is, while my roommate is shooting accusatory death glares at oblivious Matt. 


"Hi... Is Eva home?" 


"Uh, hey!" | almost choke on my own tongue when | realise that the person standing in front of me is Jeff. 


"Yeah, yeah, she's here. Why uh, what did you want from her?" 
"| just.wanted to have a word with her." Jeff shuffles on his feet. 


"You know what, let me just go get her, okay? Just come in, make yourself at home." | usher him inside with a 


smile and then run into Eva's room, almost entirely closing the door behind me. 
"What's up, Lizzy?" She just glances at me from her desk 

‘Jeffs here, to talk to you!" 

"Who?" 

‘Jeff! Your co-worker Jeff!" 

"Ha ha, very funny.” 


"No, l'm serious!" 


She finally turns to face me completely and gives me a puzzled look. "What are you talking about?" 

"Jeff's in the living room! Waiting for you!" 

Eva stands up slowly and squints at the door as if trying to see straight through it, then walks over to it and 
out of the bedroom, and | follow her. Jeffs standing in the middle of the room as Lukin talks to him from the 
couch, and for a second neither one of them notices us so Eva glances back at me with the most comical 


expression of horror mixed with curiosity. | notice that Gwen too is watching the whole thing from the kitchen 


area. 
"Hey, Jeff?" 


"Hi," he almost flinches at Eva's greeting and turns to her. "I just..J uh.." He glances around the room and Gwen, 


Mike, Matt, and | all become reanimated and try to act like we weren't all trying to eavesdrop. 

"You wanted to talk about something?" 

"Yeah, yeah." He steps over to Eva ard | go sit down on the couch. 

Our joint living room and kitchen space is not huge, but it's big enough, and with all the other sounds going on, 
its not that difficult to talk privately if you just lower your voice a little bit. Which means I'll have to ask Eva 
later what they talked about, because all | can hear are single stray words and phrases like Jeff saying 
‘tharks' and ‘didn't ask for it and Eva responding with ‘sure’ and ‘whatever' and ‘| couldn't study anymore 
anyway’. 

"Are they sleeping together now?" Matt asks me casually, obviously meaning Eva and Jeff. 

"Nol" 

"How do you know?" 


"| just do. Eva doesn't even like him..." 


Annnd another knock on the door. No one seems to know that we actually have a doorbell. | get up and open it, 


and this time find another musician on the other side. 
"Hey, Lizzy!" Chris greets me with his toothy grin and | step aside to let him in 
"Hi! How's it going?" 


"Good, good. How about you?" 


‘Same old. | was just trying to have a chill night in but.." | glance around realising there's nothing chill about 
this scene. "Turns out | live in a frat house!” | chuckle. 


“Speaking of, is Kat home?" 
"No, | don't know where she is.” 
"You don't know where she is? What if she got murdered somewhere in an alley?" 


| think that's just Chris' sense of humour, but | don't like it. It just puts a frown on my face. "Don't even say 
that!" 


"When's the last time you saw her?" 
"Um..." 
"Does she not live here anymore? Did she move to the moon after all? It's been like a week..." 


"It's been a week since what?" | think that's what he said, although he mumbled the last part, so | can't be 


sure. 
"Since Ive had uh, the. 

"Hey, weren't you here about a week ago? When you drove Kat home?" 
"Yes." 

"Did you leave something here?" 

"No. | took something!" 

"What?" 


"Yeah, it's been a week since I've borrowed Kat's record. When | dropped her off. And then | left immediately, 
that same night" 


"Which record?" 
"Einsturzend Neubaut." 
‘Oh, so that's why you're here?" 


"Yes!" 


"Did you bring it back?" 


"No..| mean, | don't have it with me. | was just stopping by to..see if Kat's here and tell her I'll give it back 


soon" 

"Should | tell her to give you a call?" 

"Nah. Actually, you don't even need to tell her | was here. Í mean, she said | can keep the record for as long as 
| want, so, you know, lll give it back. No need to pester her about it. What's happening there?" Chris notices 
Jeff and Eva and changes the topic. 

"| don't know yet." 


"Bye, everyone!" Gwen shouts out as she walks out the door with Mike following behind. 


"l'm gonna head out too," Chris nods at the door and Lukin gets up to leave as well, and then Jeff catches up 


with them at the door as well, and before | know it, its just Eva and | that are left 
"What did Jeff want?" 

"| don't know.. | don't know what his damage is” 

"| thought you two were getting along better?" 


"Yeah, we're fine. He just came over to thank me for taking over a little bit of his shift the other day, but he 
was all cocky about it. Didn't really sound that appreciative to be honest.” 


"What'd he say?" 

"He was like," Eva lowers her voice and matches it with a mildly disgusted frown. "Thanks for doing that. 
Although | didn't ask you to do it, | could have handled it myself. You know?" Her talking goes back to normal 
again. "| did him a favour and he can't even admit it." 

"Ugh, that's lame." 

"Where did everyone go?" Eva finally notices there's no one else but us. 

"Left. They all left" 


"When are you leaving? | mean, for Christmas?" 


"In exactly a week!" 


"Wait, that means Christmas is next week?" 
"Yeah, Eval" | laugh at her obliviousness. 
"Uff, my head doesn't seem to work tonight. | keep reading the same line over and over again" 


"Great!" | clap my hands together and she gives me a curious look. "Because | was just looking for someone to 


watch a movie and have dinner with!" 


(9. holiday spirit and too much spirits 


PREVIOUSLY: Chris gives Kat a ride home after a party and they end up kissing; he spends the night in her room 
but in the morning Kat ushers him out through Mark's apartment so that the other GEEKs wouldn't see him; Eva 
shows up at Raison an hour before her shift to do some studying, and right in the middle of her enjoying the newly 
Lorn calm and peace between her and Jeff, Heather shows up and makes a scene over Jack not hiring her to work 
there; Eva reluctantly decides to take over the last bit of Jeffs shift so he could go talk to his fuming girlfriend, 
lizzy finds herself in the midst, yet just outside of everyone else's relationships and drama and secrets, feeling a 
fad bit lonely herself, while she contemplates her lack of love life, Jeff shows up at the apartment fo have a 
word with Eva and so does Chris, claiming he borrowed a record from Kat but cant return it because he hasn't 


seen her in a week 


"Not gonna lie, itd be cool to sign with a label already." Jerry throws it out there while we're on a break 


between rehearsing, discussing the attention we've been getting recently. 


"Yeah, but we can't just jump on the first thing that comes our way. This is not picking up girls, this is our 


music..it's important!" 

"Heyl" | glare at Sean, out of necessity since he's dating my sister. 

‘Its true, if we wanna keep our sound-" Layne begins but is interrupted by Sean. 
"Which sound?" 

"Certainly not the drums." | shoot him a smirk. 


"You're part of the rhythm section, I'll take you down with me," he quips back. "Anyway, | agree. We need to 


make an informed decision and just do it." 


"Well what / was gonna say is, we need to do some serious research and make that decision sooner rather than 
later. We don't want to wait for labels to change their minds." 


"Preach." Jerry nods. "Although we can't really do much now, it's almost Christmas." 
"We can hope and pray," | point out. 
"Pray to whom?" Layne looks at me dubiously. 


"To Buddha!" | quickly rub his belly in circles like one would of a statue of Buddha, before he slaps my hand 
away laughing. 


"Wait, when's Christmas?" Sean asks while squinting and | swear sometimes | think he should just bleach his 


hair. 
"Next week." 
"Exactly a week from now." 


"So we still have some time to look into this whole signing with a label thing before everything dies out for the 


holidays." 


"Actually, Dee's coming to town tonight so | for one won't have as much free time on my hands but y'all are 


welcome to do some work on my behalf." 


"So you're gonna disappear now then?" | ask Jerry. "Are we gonna have to come looking for you under Dee's 
bed hiding from her parents?" 


"IIl have you know I've been invited to a Christmas dinner at their house." 
"Oh that's right." Not gonna lie, | am curious to see how this whole long distance relationship pans out for 


Jerry. He seems real eager to make things work for some reason, when he would honestly be so much better 
off finding someone else in Seattle. 


"What about you, Mike?" 
"What about me?" 
"Have you been invited to Gwen's folks' Christmas dinner?" Sean gives me a shit eating grin 


"Her parents live in San Diego. Besides, l'm not married to her, unlike Jerry here who seems to have forgotten 
there's other girls in the world besides Dee." 


"Hey, I'm just trying to figure things out," Jerry shrugs defensively. "Besides, you've been going out with Gwen 
for what, like three months now? So don't tell us it's just a casual thing. Don't make me laugh." 


"It doesn't mean l'm not interested in seeing other people." 


"| don't know why you keep doing this. Just break up with her." Layne throws a scrunched up gum wrapper at 


me. 


"PFF why should |? Right?" 


Fuck, | just realised my audience's priorities have changed drastically during the past few months. l'm preaching 
to the wrong choir here, all of these guys are suddenly all about monogamy and serious relationships. It must 


be the Christmas season funk. 


And as for me, I've been to Gwen's dance class three times already..three fucking times! Actually might as well 
get married at this point, because she just snaps her fingers and | come running to do whatever she wants to 
do. It's not even that, but the fact that she thinks that that's it, this is how it's going to be, we'll be in a full 
fledged relationship, that she bagged me. That's what she wants, | think, but definitely not what | want. | don't 
want to go to the same stupid dance class every goddamn week and have date nights planned ahead. l'm not 
seventy years old for god's sakel 


But that doesn't mean | have to break up with her. It's not my responsibility. Plus, we're dating | can stop 
dating her, not break up. 


* eK 


| glance out through the dusty window - it's dark outside, its been getting dark early lately, and all the city 
lights are on. | can almost feel the chilly, crisp air when | check the time for the millionth time in the past 
hour and realise | only have four minutes before | can officially close and leave. | would leave right this second, 
but Im trying to get on Virginia's good side as my Christmas gift for her. And for me, because if she's happy, 
then she's easier to work with. It's not too bad anyway, I've done everything | need to do and the last thing 
left is just walking out the door and locking it. 


"You still open?" 


| lift my face at the sound of none other than Chris Cornell's voice at the said door and my internal organs do 


a somersault. 
"Yeah. Hi. | mean..we're closing. I'm closing about now." 


"Dang it, where am | gonna get my dose of weird old stuff from now?" He mumbles while making his way 


towards me and glancing around 

"How dare you call me old?" | get a laugh out of him. "So Lizzy told me you came by a couple of days ago." 
"Dang it, | told her not fo tell you" 

"Well lim glad she did because | didn't realise | lent you a record?" 

Chris barks out another laugh and shakes his head in slight embarrassment and defeat. "I imagine you wouldn't 


have appreciated me telling Lizzy that | came over hoping to secretly hang out with you in your bedroom. Or 


to ask you out." He shoots me a self content smirk that took over his face all of a sudden. 


"Are you on drugs?" 


"| don't think so. Although you never know, living with Andy, you can find all sorts of substances in your 


morning coffee if you're not careful” 


"So..you came over the other night for..what?" | ask for a clarification, trying to sound as normal and casual 
as | can while keeping the excitement and confusion at bay. | wonder if he means ‘ask you out as in on a date, 
or if he's one of those people that use this phrase as something entirely else, like ask me out to talk to him 


about my hot roommate Gwen over coffee. 


"You know, to uh..see what you were up to. If you wanted to hang out or something.. Like, out..not necessarily 


in your bedroom," he adds when my eyebrows just keep dipping to a point where | can see the little hairs. 


"You wanted to hang out with me out in public?" | ask for a clarification again, punctuating my question with an 


emphasised laugh. 


"Yeah. | still want to ask you out. You know, to do something fun together or go somewhere. Just hang out. 
Together." He spits out every word as if he just can't shut himself up and then gives me a goofy smile. 


"Oh boy,” | mumble and kind of sigh and then try to say something but my breath catches, and my lips twitch 
and my eyebrows dip again, and..what do | do?! What do | say? What am | even feeling here is the question 
And also, | still don't understand what kind of ‘out’ he means. 


"| like you.." Chris says nonchalantly answering my unspoken question with a small shrug and darts his eyes to 


the floor for a second. 


‘| like you too, | would definitely go out of my way to avoid talking to you if | didn't," | blurt out as | make sure 
| have the key and reach for my jacket and bag. 


"So..." 
"So?" 


| would gladly work another hour tonight if that saved me from having this absolutely batshit crazy ridiculous 


conversation. 


"So why won't you go out with me?" This time, for the first time, | hear a definite lack of confidence in Chris' 
voice. | can't believe this is happening. | can't believe he's asking me out. This is fucking insane. | thought guys 
like him who sing in bands and have abs are only into super thin, super pretty girls? | am almost a hundred 
percent sure he's either slightly drunk or high. But that's not even the point here.. 


"| didn't say | wouldn't." 


"You didn't say you would either.” 

"It doesn't necessarily mean an-"| keep dragging it out but he cuts me off. 

"Don't tell me you're seeing someone elsel?" He clutches at his chest in a miserable attempt to be funny. 

"I'm just not really that much into seeing people..." 

Its true. | enjoy the flirtatious kind of friendship that we have going on, it gives my life just enough excitement 
to distract me from the looming existential doom. And tipsy making out was pretty fun..although | really didn't 
expect Chris to come back sober-although is he even sober right now? Who knows really.. Ah, | just don't want 
this little secret excitement to turn into an icky relationship thing. Plus the more time | spend with Chris, the 
sooner he'll realise I'm an egoistic asshole who sucks at being a human being, so what's the point anyway. 
After a long pause, during which | put my jacket on, Chris opens his mouth again. "It doesn't have to be 
anything. | just like you. | like being around you, is all. You know, | just want to see you once in a while. Like, 
agreed-upon-see-you and not just accidentally-run-into-you-at-a-party-see-you.” 

"| mean..yeah, that sounds cool.. | just, uh.” 

"Okay, | get it. Suppose it's cocky of me to assume you're interested at all." 

| am still not entirely sure what exactly he means by ‘see you once in a while’, but it instantly makes me think 
of the concept of dates and the implied assumption of what dates are and what they lead to. It's like pre- 
planned dog breeding. Yuck. And honestly Chris probably thinks I'm easy... | think thats what most guys who 
show interest in me think anyway.. "| mean, | do want to see you once in a while too, | just don't want that to 
be a thing" 


"Great then!" He grins. "I'll take it! Promise there will be no things involved" 


"Now be honest," | give him a serious look after | stop giggling like a fucking duck. "How high are you right 


now?" 

Chris rolls his eyes so slowly I'm actually impressed by his precise control of his eyeballs and then he puts a 
hand on my back and starts pushing me towards the door, his arm gradually ending up across my shoulders 
once we're outside, which | honestly don't dislike. I'm attracted to Chris which isn't something | feel towards 
people often. But | just don't know that anything good could ever come out of all this. 

"Smells like snow," | point out as | lock the door behind us. 


"What does snow smell like?" 


'Like..this!" | point at my jacket sleeve where two actual snowflakes just landed and melted immediately. 


He gives me this weird look that makes me turn my eyes away from his. And the whole situation is not being 
improved at all by Lionel Richie's voice singing Stuck On You from a store two doors down. 


"Do you want me to take you home?" 

"Actually, | feel like a walk home would be nice." 

"Do you want me to drive next to you very, very slowly while you walk home?" 

Tos" 

"| understand | won't be invited upstairs to prevent the horrors of your roommates seeing me, | get it.well, | 
kinda get it.sort of.. Anyway. | can still drive you home. That was the point of this whole circus act | just put 


on for you. Just let me drive you home, geez" 


"Uh... Okay.. Thanks." | allow an amused smile take over my face. What the fuck am | doing? What does all this 
mean? And why did | just agree to every single thing Chris said since he showed up? 


* * * 


"So who's showing up tonight?" Gwen asks while leaning forward in the front seat, trying to get some light 
from the street lamps as she checks out her makeup in a little round mirror. 


"This whole thing was your idea. Wouldn't that automatically put you in charge of inviting people out and 
stuff?" Kat deflects so | step in to answer. 


"Well, | invited a couple of people from UW..Nadia, Daniel, Sofia." | name them and look around to see my three 
roommates nod in acknowledgement. "Some coworkers, um oh, | invited Mark's girlfriend Kristine, so she's 
coming along with the guys.. Mike's coming too, right?" 

"Yeah." 


"Stone's coming.” Kat adds and | notice Gwen's eyebrows twitch as she smirks. 


"You know you don't have to be into Stone to be friends with benefits with him." She glances at Kat and Kat 


responds with an ‘ew. "Ew what? How long has it been since you got some?" 
"A perfect, healthy amount of time, actually, thanks for asking.” 
"Don't you miss it? | mean, how do you live without it? No offence, Lizzy...” 


"None taken," | shrug at Gwen's apology and turn to Kat to see what her response is. 


"I think you should take offence, Lizzy. Gwen's implying there's something wrong with you for not having sex." 
"Haha stop it! | know she doesn't mean that,” | lightly slap Kat's arm. "But l'm with you, Kat. | don't need to 
have sex for the sake of it. | don't want to be someone's one night stand, | need to feel a spark! But not..a one 
night spark! | need to really feel like | can't resist the other person, but like | can really trust him too, so it 


doesn't bother me to not be sleeping around" 


"You constantly make out with guys at parties, Lizzy. Not just make out.. You do everything, but that one last 
thing!" Eva laughs out not looking away from the road ahead. 


‘Its not the same thing!" 
"Although both insanely unhygieric." Kat quips. 


"Anyway, | want it to be really good and special. It's easy for you to speak, Gwen, when you have Mike. You've 


been living on cloud nine lately! | just want to be so in tune with someone too, where it's like..out of this world!" 
"Uhm..." 
"What?" 


"Its not that Mike's bad in bed," Gwen starts explaining. Huh? I've just been hearing her talk about how hot and 


sexy Mike is non stop, so this is news to me! 


"| mean, the sex is fine, but it's just not..not like something | can't wait for, something I'd get so excited for, 


you know." 


"So it's not.. Have you ever.. | mean, does he make you..?" Eva tries to get the question out but she doesn't 


have to finish it. 

"Not very often" 

"How often is not very often?" 

"Maybe three or four times..." 

"Three or four times a week? That's not bad at alll" 
"No, two or three times since | met him..." 


"Oh" | can see Eva's eyes dart to the opposite side from Gwen in the rearview mirror. 


"So he's kinda selfish in bed, huh?" | mumble. 

"Yeah, could be more giving for sure." 

"Well, nobody's perfect, | guess.. 

"Have you said anything to him about it?" 

"Not really, | don't know what to say exactly." 

"How about ‘Michael, you're bad at sex'?" 

"Kat, shut up!" 

"l just can't believe you suggested that | have sex with Stone!" 
"You're just always hanging out with him and." 

"Not even ‘often’ would be a correct word here." 


"we can't help but assume things. But you say you don't have a crush on him and that's okay, we believe you. 


Right, girls?" | look to Gwen and Eva for support and they sigh and nod 

"You do seem very um, exhilarated lately, Kat," Gwen still can't keep her mouth shut 

"Ive started doing crystal meth 

"The kind of exhilarated when you have a requited crush on someone," Gwen goes on and | actually have 
noticed it too in Kat. Just the past few days she's been acting real weird.well, weird for her. She's been very 


lively and cheerful, and usually she's more sardonic. 


"Now I'm not saying anything about Stone," | put my hand on Kat's shoulder. "But you did go out last night and 


you looked nice, like date nice." 

"What do you mean | looked date nice? Doesn't even make any sense." 
"You were wearing a dress." 

"| wear dresses like every other day, Lizzy." 

"Not in winter,” | point out. 


"So who did you see last night?" Gwen asks. 


"Just some friends." 
"Such as..Stone?" 


"Sure, Gwen. Such as Stone and some other friends. Eva, explain to these two lunatics that l'm allowed to wear 


dresses and have friends." 


"Listen, you two lunatics, Kat's allowed to wear dresses and have friends," Eva repeats, making us all laugh. 
"Besides, I'm on Kat's side. Friends over boyfriends." 


"Thank you!" 

When we're finally getting out of the car fifteen minutes later | hear Kat say ‘he just rubs me the wrong way’ 
to Eva, and Eva mumble approvingly, and | am a hundred percent sure they're talking about Mike again. | 
personally don't have a problem with him. And either way, it's Gwen's choice..although she's taken her 


obsession with bad boys to a new limit this time. 


"The red looks so great with your hair!" | compliment Gwen on her choice of dresses when she walks around 


the car and joins me. 


"Thanks! It really compliments your complexion!" She shoots a compliment back, even though only the hem of 


my dress of the same shade of red is barely visible from under my coat. 


** 
"Wait!" | stop Kristi as we get out of her car and she starts out across the parking lot towards the back 


entrance to the club, and my very soul cringes, but | think it's more of a force of habit. | think now's as good 


a time as any. 

"What?" She turns around. 

"Let's talk" 

"About what?" 

"Stuff and things." 

"Right now? It's freezing out here." 

"It won't take long. It's pretty important 


"IFs literally snowing, Mark," she protests but her curiosity stops her from going inside. "What is it?" 


"Move in with me. | mean..question mark Move in with me?" 

Kristi gives me a look that | don't think I've ever seen, kinda like I'm a tiny dead fruit fly drowning in the 
frosting on her piece of cake. And then she purses her lips like a fish, and then | think her head trembles a 
little, but it could just be the wind blowing her curls. Wow, this moment is just not ending any time soon, is it. 
"Are you fucking serious?" She finally opens her mouth again. 

"Yeah." 

"| can't believe you." 

"Why? I'm not lying, | swear!" | put my hand on my chest but she doesn't seem to be amused. 


"Is that why you've been so nice to me ever since you came back from tour?" 


"What do you mean? I'm always nice..hm. It just comes naturally to me lately, | can't help it. What do you 


mean, anyway?" 
"You can't afford your apartment anymore so you thought you could play me? Fuck you." 


"No, it's n-How can such a simple conversation go so wrong so fast?! Obviously |-Wait!" | stop her again when 


she turns to go inside. 


"Why should | wait? That's all | ever do with you anyway. First | wait for your attention, then | gotta wait for 


you to treat me properly, and now you want me to wait for you to figure out your own shit?" 

"Wow, now that you put it like that, | sound awful.” 

"Can you be serious for one goddamn second, Mark?" 

"Okay, Kristine, | am serious. l'm asking if you want to move in with me, seriously.” 

"You are not right in the head if you think l'm gonna fall for that. I'm not gonna pay for your apartment." 


‘lm not asking you to pay for my apartment. Well, just like half the rent, but you know.. I'm asking you to 


move in." 


| thought I'd imagined every possible scenario of me asking Kristi to move in but somehow | feel very 
unprepared and taken by surprise. | don't understand if she actually thinks I'm joking or if she doesn't want to 


move in, or what. 


"You know, that's low even for you. Ask me to move in as a last resort. 


"Look, | did think of this because of money, obviously. But if | didn't really want you to move in, | wouldn't ask. | 


would have thought of something or someone else." 


| can tell that last bit really got her re-thinking the situation as she bites down her lip. Shit, it is freezing out 


here. 
"Please explain to me how you imagine that actually working out?" All of a sudden Krsitine sounds much. softer. 
"You take your stuff, you put it in my apartment, and when you order in, you give the pizza guy my address” 
"How do you think that'll affect our relationship?" 

Oh. | should have prepared something for that question, dang it.. "We..become roommates?" 

"We'd have to see each other literally every single day” 

"We can wear blindfolds." 


"| don't think | can see you every single day, Mark. I'm gonna murder you." Ah, | love it when she employs her 


sense of humour to liven up the conversation. 


"Nothing has to change. | don't even want anything to change. | just thought it might be cool to move in 
together is all 


"And what if something happens?" 
"What's the worst that could happen?" 


"We could break up, Mark" 


Hm. | suppose that could happen, | mean people break up all the time. | just wasn't thinking about it happening 


anytime soon. Wait a second.. "Do you wanna break up?" 
"No, Mark" Kristine shoots me a mildly irritated look as she shifts on her feet. 
"Then what's the problem, | don't understand?" 


“Thanks! It really compliments your complexion!" | hear a familiar bunch of voices getting closer and Kristi looks 


over at my..our?.four neighbours too. 


| need to think about this," she officially decapitates this topic just before the geeks notice us. 


* * * 


"How much time do you need? Are we talking five minutes or five hours here? Don't mean to rush you but | 
kinda need to know before January starts, so you have about nine days," Mark's face clouds as if I'm doing 


something wrong, as if l'm the bad guy here for not instantly agreeing to move in with him. 
"Don't worry about it" 


"Hey, guys!" Lizzy and the rest of her roommates catch up with us. "Oh it's so cool you decided to come, 
Kristine!" 


"What bee stung you on your asshole?" The redhead speaks up and for a second l'm ready to gauge her eyes 


out but then | realise she's talking to Mark. 


"Same one that stung you on your face afterwards," he laughs out as if he wasn't just getting disgruntled 


over not having enough money to pay the rent. 


"That's not how bees work, Mark Arm," the redhead continues their back and forth and l'm not in the mood to 


witness this so | head for the entrance to the club. 
"Hey, you wanna have the first shot with us?" Lizzy invites me to join her and her two roommates. 


"| don't believe we've been officially introduced," the Asian bombshell grins at me and | can see what Mike sees 
in her, although from what I've heard through Mel, this chick has some attachment issues. "I'm Gwen. And this 


is Eva" 


"Sure I'll have a shot with you gals." | don't bother introducing myself since they obviously know who | am 
anyway. "What are we drinking?" 


"Anything but tequila," they all answer almost in unison 
"Wow, huh. Vodka it is then" 


The second | down my drink, | instantly feel more at ease and less annoyed about Mark. Or maybe not less 


annoyed, but the alcohol makes it harder to concentrate on it, so it feels like I'm less annoyed. 


Pretty soon the three girls find a bunch of their friends and | become enveloped in a big group of people most 
of whom | don't know, while Mark is nowhere to be seen | wonder if he's still talking to that Kat girl. Honestly | 
thought he was cheating on me when he started acting so differently all of a sudden. | mean those four girls 
just moved in across the hall and everything. So | thought his changed behaviour was his attempt at covering 


up his infidelity, but | never in a million years expected to have him ask me to move in. Also because for 


months now it seemed like all Mark is after is a friends with benefits kind of thing. 


And then | thought maybe he is into someone else and wants to end it with me, but then why would he ask 
me to move in? Ugh, | need to get over that. It's not like Mark's really capable of having more than one feeling 
at a time, | think it's pretty unlikely that he'd be double timing me, or even thinking about it. Plus, he's not the 
most charming guy in the world, so it's not like he has chicks falling for him left and right. It takes a special 
kind of connection with him, the kind where you feel like you could kill each other sometimes, which is exactly 
what we have. A relationship can't be all rainbows and butterflies. 

"Hey, Kristi!" 

"Oh, hey, Mel. | didn't know you were gonna be here?" 

"Gwen invited Mike, obviously, so | thought I'd tag along. How's it going? You look out of sorts." 

"Ugh, the weirdest thing happened tonight." 

"What?" My friend widens her eyes curiously. 

"Mark asked me to move in with him." 

"What?! | thought you were gonna break up with him." 

"Why did you think that?" 

"| don't know, he just doesn't seem all that exciting to me." 

"Well, you're dating dumb Sean, so your opinion about guys is irrelevant.” 

"Yeahh, about that, | don't know that that's gonna go on for long." 

"Because you finally realised all that drumming's damaged his brain irreversibly?" 

"Heyy. He's a cool guy, it's all cool, but I'm just getting kinda bored. | think he probably feels the same anyway. 
Plus itd be nice to date someone who isn't in a band with my brother for a change so | don't have to spend so 
much time with him." 

"That's a good point." 


"So anyway, what about Mark wanting you to move in? What did you say?" 


"Didn't really say anything. He probably has a brain tumour if he thinks thats a good idea, so | didn't really 


know what to say." 


"You? Didn't know what to say? Wow, that's a first" 


"Ha." | sip my beer which I've been working on for the last half hour. "It caught me off guard. | told him | need 
to think" 


"So you're not saying no then?" 
"| don't know. Like | said, | need to think about it." 
"Moving in with a guy is kind of a big deal." 


"If you think moving in is gonna lead to a domestic kind of life and to next steps in a relationship and all that 
serious stuff, think again. This is Mark we're talking about. He doesn't do that stuff” 


"So what's his deal then?" 
"His rent went up." 
"Oh. Well fuck. Say no!" 


"Ugh, | don't know. | know l'm not your typical girl, but | still want..that kinda stuff too. That's the thing that's 


stopping me from saying no." 

"You want what kind of stuff?" 

"Feeling like I'm important. Like I'm a part of his life." 

"But you just said that's not what this is?" 

"Yeah, cause Mark is not that kind of a person He has a lot of learning to do about being in a relationship." 
"And you think you can teach him?" It dawns on Mel and she gives me a coy smile. 

"Maybe. After all, men are like dogs. It'd be like training a pit bull," we both bust out laughing. | don't know, all 
joking aside, | don't think | should do it. lim not gonna let anyone use me and walk all over me. Mark can figure 


out his rent stuff on his own, but | gotta keep an eye on him, whatever he does next. 


* eK 


| can't tell you that I'm not a little bit jealous of you getting to spend Christmas in New York. Well | don't care 
so much about the Christmas part, but it's New York city that's intriguing." Steve slurs slightly as he speaks, 
although | myself feel wayyyyy past my tipsiness stage. 


"Oh but we have the sweetest Christmas market in New York!" 


"But you also have American Museum of Natural History, Lizzy! Who cares about some market!" He laughs out 
as he cups my face with one hand while holding his drink in the other. 


"Next Christmas I'll take you there and then you'll understand what I'm talking about!" | take his face in both of 


my hands. "It's the loveliest place on earth!" 


| was born in Houston so you don't have to try hard to make me think any place is the loveliest, but I'd still 


choose the Natural History museum over any market, any day." 
"Wait... You're from Texas!?" 


"Hey now, shush!" He clumsily moves his hand over to press a finger against my lips. "You don't have to 


broadcast it!" 


"Snow fight!" Lukin yells out, already throwing white balls in all directions and effectively ending Steve and mine 
conversation, since Steve drops his beer and starts grabbing handfuls of snow. 


"Hey, don't just stand there!" Steve yells out and grabs my hand, dragging me behind someone's car along with 


him. 


| can hear everyone laughing and shouting out hilarious threats, and the sound of balls of snow flying through 
the hair and smashing against people and cars. | can't remember the last time | was in a snow fight, but | am 
loving this! | gather up two cold handfuls myself, and even though it kind of hurts my gloveless fingers, my 
smile doesn't fade as Steve and | look at each other and do a quick count down. Then we jump up from our 


hideout and pelt anyone we can manage with balls of snow, and then hide again. 
"Hey, take these!" Steve thrusts his mittens into my hands. "| can't be responsible for you getting a gangrene 
and losing your beautiful little hands.." As soon as he finishes the sentence, someone's snowball gets him in the 


head but he just shakes it off and grins at me. 


All of a sudden there's even more snowballs coming our way and next thing | know, Steve jumps on me, toppling 


me over, covering me with his body. 
"Get a room, you twol" Someone yells out, and | wonder who they're talking about.. 


"Let's go, let's go, we can't stay stilll" Steve jumps up to his feet, dragging me up along with him, and | just 
obey because l'm way too drunk, tired, and happy to do anything else. 


He hugs me from behind and | can feel his hot breath on the side of my neck and he manoeuvres our joint 


bodies through a battlefield. | like Steve. He really is the nicest, kindest guy | know.. He doesn't have to care for 


me the way he does, it's not like he's trying to get something out of it, which makes it all the more endearing... 
And he makes me feel so safe... 


Out of nowhere about three or four people tackle us and | can't really hear much over the sound of my own 
laughter and then Stone shows up and gives me a little flask and | take a sip of..something..my dress is 


probably getting ruined, but this is so much fun! Ard.. 


| open my mouth to let out a yawn that's bursting out before | open my eyes. It's lighter than usual in my 
room because | guess | forgot to draw the curtain shut. Wait..ch gosh! Did | miss my flight!? | sit up in bed 
faster than the speed of light and check the red glowing digits in my bedside clock - it's only 4:46. My flight 
doesn't leave until three in the afternoon. Ouch... A dull pain in my head makes me flinch and all, or most, of 


the memories of last night start coming back to me. 


“AAAOOH" My heart leaps out of my throat when something moves in my bed and brushes against my leg, 


causing me to almost fall onto the floor. 
"What!?" 


This time my heart stops, | swear.. Steve pokes his messy head of hair from under one of the pillows and 
looks around the other side of the room before turning around and seeing me. We just stare at each but then 
Steve swiftly shuffles his gaze away from me, and then my circulatory system comes back to life at triple.. 
no, quadruple the speed when | realise l'm in my underwear. | mean, | can see l'm wearing a bra, and | can only 


hope I'm also have my panties on.. Oh my gosh, oh my gosh... 


"Good morning, Lizzy," Steve clears his throat and | swear his hands just wandered to check whether he's 


wearing anything under the blanket. "What a night, huh?" 

"Hehe, yeah..." | pull the covers up to my neck and again, we both just stare at each other for a moment. If 
anything happened last night, | don't want to ask him... | don't want him to think that I'm that kind of a girl who 
gets blackout drunk and does it with whoever.. Oh no, | don't even want to think about it! But..did anything 
happen? | remember us talking last night..hugging. | remember Steve's face very close to mine.. | remember 
feelings his breath.. No no NO! | would never! 

"Thanks for uh..taking me in, | guess?" Steve glances around and chuckles huskily. 

"Yeah, of course," | force a smile. 

"Are you okay? Who am | kidding, if anyone's not hungover this morning, they're not human" 


"Yeah, | have a pretty nasty headache..." OH MY GOSH. 


"So uh..you have any idea where my clothes are?" Steve finally asks after scanning the entire room with his 


eyes like five times. 


"Uh..." | shrug as he slides out of the bed and onto his feet, and | am somewhat relieved to see that he has 


his boxers on. 


| can't believe myself.. Just last night | was talking about how | don't sleep around, how | don't need one night 
stands, and now.. No, wait, | don't know what happened! Maybe nothing happened? | just invited Steve into my 
bed to sleep it off..and then we got undressed..shit. 


"Oh, there they are," Steve tries to sound cheerful as he spots his clothes on the floor at the end of my bed. 
"Hey, when's your flight?" He asks while getting dressed right in front of me. 


‘Its in the afternoon" 
"Are you gonna be okay?" 
"Yeah, I'll just take it slow. Eva has some good anti-hangover concoction recipes." 


"Well..| don't remember that much of last night, but | know it was fun," Steve offers me a smile and | mirror 


it. Wait..what was fun?! "| won't be in your way then and I'll see you next month?" 


"Yeah, Steve," | wrap the blanket tighter around me when he picks up his shoes. "See you next month. Merry 
Christmas!" | add as he opens my bedroom door about to leave. 


"Happy New year! Don't forget to visit the Natural History museum for me!" 


He closes the door behind him and | think | can hear him talk to someone in the living room, although l'm not 
entirely sure. What a night, huh... Okay, | need to get up, shower, get dressed and ready for the flight. I'm sure 
nothing happened between me and Steve. | would never do anything like that. And anyway, | need to get my 
Christmas mode on! I'm going to see my family tonight! And spend an entire week with them! Oh yeah! 


| sufficiently fix my mood with this little pep talk until | am ready to get out of the warmth of my bed. | 
scoot over to the side of the bed and put my feet down on the floor, and something crunches under the right 
one. A little silver wrapper from something. | get down to pick it up and this time | might as well be having a 


real heart attack when | see ‘Trojan’ written on the other side of the empty silver square. 


20. much ado about nothing and other nuisances 


PREVIOUSLY: Mike ponders his relationshp with Gwen and what he should - or shouldnt - do about it; Chris finally 

tracks Kat down at her work and fells her he likes her; even though she gets a litte bit of mixed signals from him 

(and honestly from herself foo), she decides to go with the flow and see what happens; Mark finally asks Kristi to 

move in but it doesn't go as smoothly as he would have liked to; she eventually fells hm she needs to think about 

it; Gwen admits to her roommates that Mike is less than satistactory in bed, while Lizzy wakes up after a night of 
partying with half naked Steve in hers 


"Good morning, sunshine! You think you will make it through the day?" Kat asks Stone when she comes out of 


the bathroom. Once again, she looks way more alive than acceptable after drinking as much as we did last 


night. 


"Fix me up with six cups of coffee and I'm good to go," he stretches his entire body as he sits up on our 
couch which he spent the night on. 


"On it" | inform them both while grabbing a bag of coffee from a cupboard. | honestly can't wait to feel the 
hot, bitter liquid fill my stomach and then top that off with a big, fat breakfast. 


"Does she know she's not at work right now?" Stone points a thumb at me when Kat crosses the room over to 
where he is. 


"| don't think she ever does. 

"Shush, you two. Don't make me change my mind” 

"Speaking of your work, Eva.. Rumour has it, Jeff dropped by here the other day?" 

"Yeah" 

"He did what now when?" Stone perks up like a Chihuahua with an oversized nose all of a sudden 


"He came to thank me for taking over his shift and to tell me that | shouldn't have done it and to never do it 
again because he needs the money.’ 


"Wow," Kat raises her eyebrows momentarily. "So he came all the way over here to be a mildly annoying 
asshole?" 


"Yeah, | guess so." 


"Sounds exactly like Ames, if you ask me," Stone bobs his head. 


"Well, at least that's better than what you two were like before. At least you got a ‘thank you'?.” 
"Yeah..." 


As Kat, Stone, and | are chatting lazily, waiting for the coffee to be done, Lizzy's bedroom door slowly opens 
and..Steve walks out? Hm, that is unusual. Was | so drunk that | don't even remember him coming home with 
us? | remember them becoming joined at the hip towards the end of the night, but | never would have 


expected to sleep over in Lizzy's room. 


"Uh, morning," he lifts his dirty shoes up and then quickly lowers them and lifts his other hand to wave at no 


one in particular. 


"Gooood morning," Kat and Stone respond almost in unison and there's this identical look on both of their faces, 


as is they knew and were waiting for Steve to come out. 
"Hey! Care for a cup of coffee?" | ask while glancing at the now closed door of Lizzy's bedroom. 


‘Sure! That sounds great.." Steve trails off while patting the pockets of his jeans and coat. He turns back 


around while mumbling ‘keys' and goes back into Lizzy's room. 
"Is Lizzy in there?" | look at Kat and Stone who both look like they're watching fireworks right now. 
"| believe so," Kat answers. 


"What the-" | get cut off by the same door opening once again and when Steve reappears in the living room he 


looks different somehow. 


* eK 


Well that was weird. | remember the snow fight last night, unsurprisingly started by Matt. | remember 
teaming up with Lizzy, and | remember that she sat on my lap in a car..someone's car. Might have been a taxi 
maybe? | don't remember coming here though? Why is she only wearing her underwear now? Huh.. | wish | 


could remember more of that.. Ew, no Steve, that's creepy. 


| say bye to Lizzy and walk out into the living room where | find Eva and Kat with Stone. Unsurprisingly, Kat 
and Stone's reaction instantly makes me feel like something happened last night. Yeah, | don't think so. Pretty 


sure | would remember if | had sex with Lizzy. At least | would hope so.. 


"Care for a cup of coffee?" Eva offers and | can already smell the heavenly aroma as | answer. | can't wait to 
get my hands on a cup but then, luckily, | realise | don't have my keys on me. That would suck, going all the 


way back to my place and realising | can't get in 


When | reappear in the bedroom, Lizzy suddenly jumps up and sits on the bed, grabbing the blanket to cover 
herself up. "Oh, sorry, didn't mean to.." | hold up a hand and look down at the floor. "I think | left my keys 
here.. Must have fallen out of my pocket..hopefully... 


‘Oh, yeah, sure.." Lizzy stutters awkwardly. Holy shit, did | actually do something stupid last night? N-no, no, 


she's embarrassed because she's virtually naked in front of me, obviously. Duh. 


| glance around and quickly spot my keys because they're reflecting the light. | bend over to pick them up but 
something else that glistens in the dim morning sun catches my eye - a condom wrapper. Opened and emptied. 
Ill take a stab in the dark and say that Lizzy is not the kind of girl who has condom wrappers littering her 


bedroom floor at any given point in time. 


| get up in double quick time, and while looking at literally anything else but Lizzy or the condom, start trying 
to stammer something out.. "I uh, didn't mean to.. Do you uh..” As my eyes are wondering all over the room, 
which I'm sure makes me look like a fucking moron, my gaze trips over a plane ticket on top of a dresser by 


the door. "Hey.. This says your flight leaves at Ipm," | pick it up and wave it in the air. 
"What?." Lizzy stares at me blankly for a second and then her face clouds. "Oh, crap! Really?" 
"Yep!" 


"Crap! Shit! Dang it! | have to leave in like half an hour!" She's about to jump out of the bed, but then pulls the 
blanket up again just before it slides of her body, and for about the third time since I've been awake | feel like 


a creepy moron 
"Well, have a safe flight! I'llsee you later!" 
"Uh..yeah! You too!" 


What have | done?! Lizzy didn't look happy.. Does she remember? Jesus Fucking Christ, was it so awful that 
she's been traumatised?! Should | talk to her? Wait..was she unconscious!? Or what if she wasn't but she didn't 
want it? What if she tells everyone? They're gonna bash my skull in.. Oh this is so messed up... | realise Eva's 
squinting at me and croak something about changing my mind about the coffee as | head for the door of the 
apartment. 


"Wait, I'll come with you.." Kat yells after me but my legs just keep carrying me out and | don't resist. 

Wait, why am | assuming the absolute worst? l'm sure if anything happened, it was very much consensual and 
enjoyable on both sides. | just need to wait and see what Lizzy does and if she never brings it up, then I'll know 
it was just a drunken thing and it can rest in the past and | don't have to worry. | just have to not tell anyone 


until | talk to her. Right?. 


* eK 


Hm. That was weird. 


"| guess I'm not coming with him?" Kat looks at me and Stone with a shrug. "Anyway, I'll make like a baby and 
head out. To work" 


"lIl give you a ride," Stone gets up from the couch. 
"| thought that was a given" 


"Here, you guys will need this," | hand each of them a mug full of coffee, hoping that Kat doesn’t break it and 
Stone doesn't steal it. 


"Thanks, Eva," they speak in unison again, making me laugh. 

About ten minutes later, in the midst of me preparing poached eggs breakfast, Lizzy storms out of her room. 
"I think | slept with Steve, Eva," she comes up to me dragging a half empty carryon suitcase behind her, her 
eyes big as plates. 

"Yeah, | think you did. He just left your room." 

"Eva, no, | think | had sex with him!" She half whispers, giving me the same look. 

| don't know why | didn't get it the first time she said it; probably because it's Lizzy and she doesn't just 
randomly sleep with people. | take my egg pot off the heat and turn back to her to further investigate this. "I 
didn't know you were into him?" 

"| didn't either!" 

"What?" 

"| don't really remember it, but we woke up undressed down to our underwear... 

‘Oh, well that doesn't necessarily mean anyth-" 

"There's an empty condom wrapper next to my bed, Eva" 


"Oh. Are you okay?" 


"Me? Uh yeah, yeah. I'm fine. | mean, he's not the worst | could have done, but | just can't believe | got so 


wasted.. What does he think about me?!" 


"| don't know what he's thinking, but when he ran out of here he looked like he'd just seen a ghost" 


"Oh my gosh.." Lizzy mumbles and then shakes her head before heading for the bathroom. 


Well shit. Drunken one night stands happen, its not a big deal. But not when talking about Lizzy. This is 
something else. | hope she's really okay, | hope she doesn't agonise over it. Steve though? He always seems to 
me like such a..nice guy, but one who actually is nice. Or, alternatively, he always seemed like he can handle his 


drink and not black out like Lizzy. Ha 


| haven't even started eating when she gets out and | really don't think she's ever taken a shower that quick. | 


watch her frantically run around the apartment for a bit, all while keeping my eye on the time. Just in case. 


"Lizzy, I'll call you a cab," | finally declare and | hear her agree and thank me from her bedroom. "So you really 


remember nothing?" | ask when she reappears with one last piece of clothing and stuff it into her suitcase. 
"Nope. | remember bits and piece, literally second long memories, but they add up to nothing...” 


"That's a shame, we'll never know if Steve is any better in bed than Mike at all or just as awful," | laugh out 
and Lizzy does too, but also gives me a dirty look. 


‘lm sure he manages to make Gwen happy in other ways. Alright, | gotta go," Lizzy finally announces and 
leaves, but not before telling me to hug both Gwen and Kat for her, and | make myself comfortable on the 
couch with another cup of coffee and good old Cell Growth and Cell Division 


Another door flies open, not even five minutes after Lizzy's departure. It's Gwen's bedroom door this time, but 


instead of seeing her walk out of it, I'm faced with Mike Starr's perpetual pout. 


"Morning," | say but he just grunts something and goes into the bathroom, only to come out a minute later 
and go straight for the apartment door. "See ya," | attempt again but get nothing. What an asshat. | honestly 


don't know what Gwen sees in that conceited prick. 


* * * 


Awful in bedl? Who the fuck do these dumb bitches think they are? | feel like punching the wall as | reach the 
staircase, but | don't want to break my fucking hand and not be able to play bass. ls that their idea of funl? 
Talking shit about me behind my back? And then when I'm around, Lizzy's all sweet and nice and friendly. Fuck 
her. She's one to talk, hooking up with Steve Turner, the gay lord of nerds. 


Or is that Gwen's idea of funl? Spreading false rumours about me? Why? Because she can't get me to do what 
she wants? Fuck her too. She slept with two guys before she met me, how would she even know what good 
sex is. Can't fucking believe this shit.. | could have anyone, any chick | want. | don't need all this drama and 


gossip. 


| get into my car and drive home, stopping at Sonic to get some breakfast on my way. As l'm paying, | realise | 
have Gwen's money. She handed me a twenty last night to get us drinks and | guess | pocketed the change and 
forgot to give it to her. Whatever, serves her right. 

Honestly, she's gonna regret this. She's gonna come crawling to me. And I'll fuckin love it. 


"Woah!" The building door opens as I'm reaching for it and | almost drop my paper bag of food. 


‘Oh, sorry, man, didn't see you there," one of the Cat Butt guys croaks; he must have come here to buy 
whatever his choice of drug it is today. In fact, seems like he's already done a little tasting of it. 


"How's it going?" 

"Better by the second What's up with you?" 

"Ugh. Women." 

"Ah yeah. You can't live with them but can't live without them either.” 

"Ill fucking say." 

"Is she hot?" 

"What do you think?" 

"Gotcha. Big boobs?" 

"| don't know, average." 

"Not big enough?" 

"Her boobs are fine, it's not about that.” 

"Did you get cheated on or something then?" 

| don't know why this guy is trying to play a relationship therapist here but eh..! feel like venting, so I'll 
humour him. "It's her roommates. | don't know what their fucking problem is. | can't stand just being around 


them." 


"They're probably like testing you, chicks do that shit. They'll put guys through hell before they deem them 
worthy of banging their friend" 


"Nah, | don't think it's that. |." | almost don't want to say it out loud. | mean, | know it's bullshit, but | still don't 
want to go around broadcasting this gossip stuff. Whatever though, this guy is high as shit, | don't have to 
worry about him. "I heard them talk about how l'm bad at sex this morning. As if they know anything. It's just 
stuff like that. Like, why do chicks have to do that? Just butt the fuck out of my business.” 

"Eh dude, fuck them." 

"Yeah, fuck them." 

| chat with him for a couple more minutes before heading upstairs to my apartment. | feel like taking a shower 


and smoking something and chilling with my guitar. That's what | need. That's what | love. That's the one thing | 


care about. Music. Fuck everyone else. 
"Why don't you talk to her?" 


| almost leap out of my skin when | open the door and find my sister standing right in front of me. "What the 
fuck, Mel?." 


"You should just talk to Gwen. No one likes a guy who's selfish in bed" 
"What the fuck!?" | repeat. "What are you doing here?" 

| came over to break up with Sean," she answers very matter-of-factly. 
"What?" | blink at her. 

"Yeah. | think it's time and we both know it" 

"Okay... Are you gonna cause a scene or something?" 

"Shut up, Mike. Anyway, like | said, you should talk to—" 

"Were you eavesdropping, you asshole?" 


"Hey! | was out on the balcony smoking. It's not my fault if you decide to pour your heart out to Danny Bland 


where everyone can hear you." 
"Whatever, you don't know anything.’ 
"I know that Gwen's friends are gossiping about you being bad in bed, which means she told them that" 


"No, it doesn't. They're just making it up because that's what bitches like them do." 


"No, they're not. Girls never make shit up like that. But they always talk about guys’ skills with each other." 
"Ew, don't talk to me about that. And don't tell me what to do." 


"| mean, suit yourself, but if you wanna have her around, you gotta do something. And if not, then just leave 


her alone.” 


* eK 


| should have waited for Kristi to get a little tipsy before | asked her last night. Wow, that sounds really 
messed up. What | should have done is ask her sooner. What am | gonna do now? It's December twenty fourth 
and rent is due on January first. | mean, she didn't explicitly say no, but | have a feeling | shouldn't hold my 


breath. 


What's even more horrifying is that in anticipation of asking her to move in I've kind of started to..like the 
idea? Not the same way that | like playing guitar or watching people slip and fall on icy patches of sidewalk, but 


still.. | convinced myself it would be cool to have her living with me. 


Take last night, for instance.. Not the part where she freaked out on me, but like two hours post factum.. She 
was telling me that she'd come by this evening to talk and then she told me that I'm not a bad guy, that she 
doesn't think my flaws are worth ruining our relationship. No one ever says stuff like that to me! Well maybe 
except for Steve, but he says it with his eyes, not words. | don't know, when Kristi's stressed, she's a pain in 
the ass to be around, but when she manages to relax, or get tipsy, | think she's great! She loosens up and 
starts making jokes and tells me rice shit.. Not to mention having a hot chick living with me would give me so 
much street cred. Ha. | mean, yeah, Kristine is a piece of work but | was looking forward to having her at my 


place as such. 
| check the time on my wristwatch as | walk into the building - just barely past six. She said she would come 
by around six thirty, which means my time management today is impeccable. | even try to be on time for her 


nowl? What if she doesn't want to move in?. 


"Dont fear the reaper..dun dun dun dunn..don't fear.mmm.." The faintest singing reaches my ear and | don't 


have to look for the source because | know who it is. 
"Blue Oyster Cult just reformed again, you should look into joining them." 
My words make Kat flinch and she swiftly turns around to face me with a frown "Jesus, don't do that... 


"Mark," | jab a finger at my chest. "What are you doing here, Novak?" | ask when | realise she's standing in 


front of the elevator. 


"What does it look like?" 


"Trying to kill yourself by getting into an elevator thats bound to fall one of these days?" 
"Yes. | just really can't walk anymore. Especially up the stairs. I'm done for the day." 
"| really wouldn't if | were you," | nod my head at the elevator door that's opening as | do. 


| have a bag full of VHS tapes." She whines, knitting her eyebrows together under her auburn bangs, and 


steps inside. "Come on, Arm, you know you want to. It'll be fine." 

"This is peer pressure." 

"Don't worry, just because you do it once doesn't mean you'll get addicted," she grins, and honestly | am still 
feeling mildly hungover and just about ready to slump down on my couch for the rest of the night. Now on 
my own, | would never get in this piece of junk elevator, but... "Yay." Kat lets out the most unenthusiastic 
cheer as | step in and press the top floor button. 

Not even ten seconds after the elevator starts moving, it jolts to a halt. | punch the floor button a few more 
times but nothing happens. Great. Really fucking great. | slowly turn to Kat with her stupid guilty grin. "Now, | 
don't mean to imply its your fault.. | want to make a bold statement -it's your fault 

"Oh, get over it. Its not like you have anywhere to be anyway." 

For once | actually do have somewhere to be. My apartment. That's literally just feet away. "PFF you don't 
know my life," | snort at which Kat gives me an unfazed look. "Hey, | could have a super important business 
meeting tonight!" The same look. 

We press the emergency button about two hundred times before we get connected to some lady with a 
strong New York accent, who tells us that because its Christmas eve, there's no one on duty. So she'll try to 
get a hold of the building superintendent. Great. 

"What about a fire station?" 

‘Sorry, honey, only the superintendent can make that call," she croaks back through the speaker. 

"What about anyone else in the building?" 

"No can do...” 

"Are you gonna stay on the line with us?" 


"My job here is done, | gotta take other calls.” 


"But I'm claustrophobic!" 


‘Sorry, honey.." she disconnects. | press the bell button a few more times but it does nothing and | give up and 
move on to something more entertaining - getting on Kat's nerves. "So how's your love life, Novak?" 


"How's yours?" 
"Don't deflect." 
"Don't ask dumb questions." 


"What, are we not friends? Am | not allowed to be interested in your life?" | clasp at my chest. "Especially 


after you sneaking a young man through my bedroom?" 

"Well..that answers your question, really." 

"So you just used him once and discarded him like a snotty Kleenex?" 

"Yep" 

"So it wasn't his rusty black BMW that | saw you getting in a couple of days ago?" 

"What the heckl?" 

| was coming home, couldn't help but notice," | answer matter-of-factly yet triumphantly. | try to read some 
more useful information in Kat's face and | do believe there's a certain shyness in her eyes all of a sudden 
"Interesting." 

"What's so interesting?" 

"Did you or will you tell your roommates?" 

"Hell no." 


"So what are you gonna do next time you need to sneak him out?" 


"L uh.. Well, I'm glad you asked!" She grins at me manically and | instantly know where this is going. | shouldn't 
have asked, 


"No." 
"But, Mark..." 


"No. 


"You don't even have to do anything." 

"Only let you invade my privacy?" 

"What privacy? Okay." She sighs when | simply give her a look. "I'll pay you." 

"Do you have enough money to pay the difference of how much more my rents going to be?" 
"No." 

Theanine? 

"What are you going to do about that anyway? Did you find someone to move in?" 
"Uh, kinda" | guess | might as well just tell her? 

"Kinda?" 

"| don't know if she's moving in yet" 

"She? Oh! Kristi?" 

"Yep, her." 

"Hm. Maybe one day I'll finally get to have a verbal exchange with her... 

"Please don't." 

"become friends, paint each other's nails, all that stuff." 

| should have never told you." 


"I think | would have noticed eventually. Is that why you don't want me sneaking Chris out through your 


apartment?" 
"That, and also the risk of you walking in on me dancing naked to Fleetwood Mac in my bedroom" 

"That's fair." Kat chuckles lightly and then darts her eyes fo the floor, kind of staring straight through. 
Yeah, it is fair. So we've kind of blurred the lines between our apartments and all that jazz, but | only really 


ever hang out in their living room. | can probably count the number of times I've been to Kat's bedroom on 


my fingers. And she wants to use my bedroom to traffic Chris Cornell! Totally unreasonable request. 


"Are you gonna be all sad now because | don't want you using my apartment as a brothel?" | nudge her with 


my elbow when she just continues to stare into nothing. 

"PFFF what?" She frowns and rolls her eyes at me. "l'm not sad, I'm just thinking 

"You can have him climb out the fire escape." 

‘Its outside the living room window." 

"Don't hide him then. Why can't you just tell Gwen, Lizzy, and Eva - wow, now | understand why people just call 
you geeks - that you met a boy, and you do stuff together, and yadda yadda." | bob my head and spin my 


hand in circles as | talk. "I'm sure it can't be that bad." 


"I just. don't want to tell them anything, | don't have the patience and commitment it requires. Plus, | wouldn't 
even know what to tell them, or rather how to explain it..this..whole thing.” 


"Okay, now I'm confused." 
"Join the club!" 
"So what's his deal?" 


"That night | got drunk at your place and tried to have a heart to heart with you..that was it, wasn't it? It 


broke us, didn't it? This is the kind of conversations that we're gonna have now...” 


"l'm just making sure your oversized head doesn't explode from not being able to talk to your roommates 


about your boy toy" 

"How dare you, | have a perfectly sized head" 

"Does Chris Cornell think that too?" | cup my own face and bat my lashes at Kat 
"Ugh. | don't know.. | don't know how this stuff works.” 

"Join the club’ 

"What does it matter anyway... 

"Oh, don't be so dramatic’ 


"I'm not!" 


‘lm sure you can figure out a way to hide Chris Cornell from your roommates." 
"Unlikely." 
"Pull yourself together, Novak." 


It's fine, you don't have to do anything. | get it" She stares off into the floor again, and | don't know if she's 
trying to play me or not, but its weirdly working. 


"Ugh! Fine. But! | can retract this permission at any given point in time and you'll have to deal with it" 
* * 


I've been waiting for Mark for nearly half an hour.. Why? Why would | waste my time when he clearly doesn't 
care about anything? | was gonna tell him that I'm not moving in and this is yet another sign that it was the 
right decision. | mean, what an asshole, he tells me to meet him at his place after work and he's not even here. 


Is that his way of trying to woo me and convince me to move in with him? What the hell. 


And yet, I'm still waiting here like an idiot. Whatever, he can come find me whenever he's ready and I'll feel 


even more satisfaction at telling him no. 


| head down the hallway and this fat, crusty man shows up out of nowhere with a tool box. He kneels by the 
elevator door, knocks on it a few times and gets back up again, all while huffing and puffing. And the smell.. The 
smell of old socks and cheap alcohol punches me in the nose so | slow down to stay a few feet behind him 
instead of walking next to or past him. To my disappointment he heads for the stairs so | give it a good minute 


before | head down too. 


When | get to the lower floor | see him do the same thing with the elevator door, except this time he's talking 
To someone, saying he can hear them, and then someone inside the elevator answers something..Mark? l'm 
pretty sure Im not hallucinating, it's definitely Mark's voice coming from there. | couldn't make out what he 
said, but now that l'm listening, | can hear laughter. Like, giggling. And not just Mark's. 


"What's going on?" | ask the sweaty man without walking up to him for fear of throwing up if | smell him again. 
"Some kids got themselves stuck in the elevator.. They're in between floors.." He answers as he pulls up this 
thing that looks like giant pliers with a stand and a third handle. | can't really see what he's doing from where 
l'm standing but a few moments later the elevator door cracks open, just a little bit. And the sound of giggling 
and talking is loud and clear as day now. 


"not quite like that Smiths song, but also not the worst possible way to die either," a female voice cackles. 


"Yeah," Mark laughs too. "Maybe next time, Novak. Something to look forward to." 


Novak, Novak.. I've heard that last name.. Novak.. Oh! It's that Kat girll I've heard Dan refer to her as Katie 
Novak. Of course. Of course they're stuck in an elevator, having the time of their lives together. | know Mark 
promised me that he's not cheating, but | don't like him always hanging out with her. She's not much to look at 
but he's not the kind of guy who'd chase after looks anyway. | bet she doesn't have a boyfriend, that's why 
she's always hanging out around Mark and the other guys. | don't like that. | don't like not knowing what's going 


on here when l'm somewhere else. 


| wait around another five minutes for the handyman guy to open the elevator door more and then, another 
minute of obnoxious laughter later, the redhead climbs out of it followed by Mark. Still laughing!? they thank 
the guy and once they turn towards this end of the hallway, that's when they notice me standing by the 


stairs, leaning my hip against the handrail. 
"Shit..." Mark mumbles as his face drains of happiness. 


Kat stammers something and waves at me just before | turn to go upstairs and Mark catches up with me in 


big strides. "Nice of you to show up," | throw at him. 


Entirely not my fault," he points a thumb at the elevator door as we walk past it, towards his apartment 


door. 
"Yeah... Anyway, Ill have to go soon" 

"Go? Where? What time is it." He looks at his watch that shows eleven minutes past seven 
"| have plans. | just wanted to let you know what | decided, like | promised 


We walk into his living room, but | don't sit down. | don't really have plans, per se, | just had a couple of girl 
friends invite me to see a movie together and | said I'd think about it. So | thought about it, just now, and 
decided I'd rather go do that than stay here. | know it's not Mark's fault he got stuck in the elevator, but that 


doesn't mean l'm not annoyed at having to wait for him. 


"| would have been on time, you know. | spent an hour in that piece of junk elevator." 


"Whatever, Mark Listen, |." What? What am | trying to say? That | don't want to move in because I'd have to 
pay for two more weeks at my current apartment? Because | don't know what it's gonna do to our 
relationship? Because this apartment smells weird? 


He narrows his eyes at me when | don't say anything for a long moment, but he doesn't his mouth either. I'm 
sure he could come up with ten stupid, sarcastic comments, but he knows better than to do that by now. 
That's another thing, ever since he got back from tour, I've been feeling like he's actually trying to make 
things work between us. But why? What changed? Did he cheat on me while he was away? Or is it because of 


the new neighbours after all? 


‘I've made my decision," | start again. 
"Which is..." he twirls his hand around in the air. 


Have | made my decision? Yeah, | think so. If | want to make sure l'm in control and | don't get hurt yet again, 


then yes. | have made my decision. "I'll move in, Mark." 


"Why no-Wait.. You will?" He stares at me for a second before the shock gives way to a smile splitting his 
face. 


"That's what | just said" 
"So you don't think I'm using you for money rent anymore?" 
"| don't think you have enough willpower to come through with that kind of a plan" 


"Funny. You're funny. Good.." He mumbles through laughter that still sounds somewhat surprised. "Shouldn't we 
have a drink? In celebration or in mourning? Whichever?" 


"| gotta go, Mark" 

"Huh. Okay. Cool" 

"Ill get my stuff over here before new year's’ 
"Your stuff? Oh, yeah, yeah. Right! 

"See ya later 


"Yeah..." 


2I. Charleston Chews, pot roast, and last minute shopping 


PREVIOUSLY: both Lizzy and Steve figure they had drunken sex but don't mention it to the other, not wanting to 
make it weird; Mike overhears Eva and Lizzy joke about him being bad in bed and storms off with his wounded ego, 
not caring about his relationshp with Gwen enough to do or say anything; Kat and Mark get stuck in an elevator 
and he inadvertently agrees to be a part of Kats efforts to not let anyone find out about Chris; in the meanwhie, 
Kristine comes over to tell Mark she is not going to move in but upon witnessing him and Kat being rescued from 
the elevator, she has a change of heart. 


| really dig your band" The petite, dark haired cutie smiles at me as | gather up the few groceries | just paid 
for. 


‘Oh, really?" | linger with my arms full of - if we're being honest - snacks. 

"Steve, right?" She motions her hand at me and | nod. "My name's Amber." 

"Pleasure to meet you, Amber. Thanks for liking Mudhoney.” 

"How could | resist?" She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "Maybe I'll see you around” 

"Yeah... Maybe... 

"Merry Christmas," she pins me with her gaze as | walk out the store. 

She was positively flirting with me; | smile to myself. Hopefully | will see her around. Or, wait, was she just 
being friendly because she recognised me? Way to get cocky... Is that how | was with Lizzy the other night, 
too? Damnit, | wish | could remember exactly what happened. | don't want to mess up the whole dynamic 
between me and the geeks. Even if | didn't genuinely like them, it would still be a bad idea to rock the boat 
there, since Mark lives right next door and hangs out with them all the time. Shit, | have to do something 
about it. 

"Took you long enough," Stone groans as | get into his car and dump all of the food on the back seat. I'm having 
Christmas dinner at his folks', and apparently this year Stone's mom is all about clean eating, which translates 
to a lot of bland tasting food, according to him. So we wanted to be prepared. 


“Sorry, ran into a fan. You wouldn't know anything about it" 


"Well watch where you're going next time, fans can be expensive. Don't wanna walk into another one and break 


it." 


Hey, maybe | can talk to Kat? Lizzy might have said something.. Who am | kidding, of course Lizzy's rommates 
would have heard about the other night by now. And Kat would understand, if | tried to talk to her. | don't 


think she would judge. | feel like she has an eclectic enough personality to not be prejudiced. Hm.. 
"What, | don't even get a pity chuckle?" Stone pulls me out of my thoughts again 

"What?" 

"What's wrong with you, Steve? Are you high or something? You can't show up tripping at my parents’ house. 
"Im not. I just have stuff on my mind" 

"What stuff?" Stone asks, quite frankly looking a bit distracted by manoeuvring the traffic. 

"Do you remember much about the other night?" 

"Uh, a decent amount. Why?" 

"| dont 

'So.. You got blackout drunk on a night out and just now realised it?" 

"No, smartass. | just think | might have-m just trying to remember things, that's all’ 

"What things?" 

| mean, he was there at the geek's place when | left, so it's not so farfetched that he would know something 
about it too. But do | want to deal with Stone's face when | ask him about it? What are the pros and cons 
here.. 

"Uhm. | need you to swear to not tell anyone what lim about to relay to you." Stone just gives me a look as 
if Ive offended his entire family, three generations upwards. "Okay, | know you won't tell, but you also can't 
gloat about it and be all smug and shit. | know you, Stone" 

"Okay, | won't! What are you talking about?" 

‘Im pretty sure | slept with Lizzy." 

| barely finish the sentence when Stone bursts out laughing, Now | know he can be a tactless idiot, but what 
the fuck? | glare at him, about to ask what he could possibly find so hilarious about it, when he opens his 
mouth, 


"I forgot about that." He stares at me, his eyes glistening with laughter. 


"Forgot about what?" 


"Dude, you didn't" 
| didn't what?" 
"Sleep with Lizzy." 
"How do you know?" 


"Well first of all, she's a good Christian girl. She would never. Certainly not with a scoundrel such as you. And 
second of all, we planted the condom wrapper there. Never thought it'd work that well though... 


Between trying to process the information and wanting to punch Stone in the nuts, | settle for asking, "Who's 


‘we'?" 
"Kat, Gwen, and me. Who else." 


"You ass-Wait, Gwen?" As my brain registers that name, all else is wiped from my mind by the sheer 


surprise. 
"Yeah! It was actually her idea" 

"Wow. | would have never thought she had it in her to be that kind of an asshole" 
"Hey, you have to admit, it's the perfect prank, Steve. 


"| would if you hadn't pulled it on me, you dick," | punch him in the shoulder. "What the fuck.. Does Lizzy 


know?" 

"Um.. | don't know. You'd have fo ask the girls" 

"You're not getting any of my snacks," | buckle my seatbelt and cross my arms over my chest. 
"You're not seriously mad at me 

"Why not?" 

"It was a prank!" Stone whines as he starts the car, but only after two failed attempts 

"Fine. You can have the Charleston Chews," | offer with a smile, knowing well Stone hates them 


"IIl tell my mom to serve you a double portion of spinach pudding. It doesn't have any salt" 


"You know what, Mrs Gossard, | think | might have caught a stomach bug... | just lost all appetite, | think 
maybe | need to give it some time.. I'll just have some mash potatoes, | think,” | quickly give Stone a preview of 
my future performance, if need be. 


"Don't be a little bitch, Steve." 


"Hey, | thought | seriously messed up, you know. | thought |..that | assaulted Lizzy or something." And she 
looked horrified that morning, but I'm not about to give Stone the satisfaction of knowing that. 


"Assaulted her?" Stone throws me a deprecating frown. "Who do you think you are?" 


"| don't know, | woke up just about naked and couldn't remember anything. | don't think you'd have found it 
funny if it were you." 


"Well | wouldn't have drunk so much that my friends needed to take off my clothes that were soaked from 
the snow fight, so that | don't get hypothermia. And besides, Mark and Lukin were about to draw perises all 


over your face, so really, you should thank us." 


"Wow, thank you," | humour him. | mean, okay, | can admit helping a drunk friend is nice. But still, it was a 


shitty prank. "You can also have some Pizza Spins as a token of my gratitude." 
"Ugh, you have the worst taste in snacks." 

* 

"Hello?" 


"How's it going, Shellianna?" | grip the phone receiver tighter, grinning at my sister rolling her eyes as she does 


when | butcher her name - even though she's on the exact opposite side of the country. 
"Call me that again and I'll mail you a tub of acid" 
"Apologies, Shells. So how did Christmas dinner go? Anyone cried?" 


"Nah, it was actually pretty-Wait.." | hear rustling and crackling and then Shelly yells out ‘Im talking to Kat, 
thankfully not right into the receiver. "It was pretty tame." 


"Not to sound sadomasochistic, but | miss spending Christmas with the family." 
"Yeah, it's been what? Four Christmases?" 


"Yeah.. Next time you see grandma and the cat, give them both big hugs from me." 


"Sure. She's been asking why you didn't come this year." 
"Our cat can talk?!" 
"Duh." 


"I know, | know, | talked to grandma about a week ago. Things is, you wouldn't even believe the airfare around 


Christmas season. Fucking ridiculous." 

"Well save some money for next Christmas, Jesus, everyone's gonna go insane if we have to go through this 
again next year and you're still not here to suffer it with us," she snorts a laugh and | follow suit. Only she 
would understand the humour behind the dysfunctionality of our family and make the perfect comment about 
it. 

| have learnt to love my family over the years, but it doesn't negate the fact that our grandma was always 
the biggest source of love and parental care and attention growing up, and that because of this reason my 
brothers harbour this vague resentment towards our parents. And the result? Holiday gatherings are always a 
rusty rollercoaster of emotions. 

"| wish. We'll see. Living here isn't cheap." 

"Plus you have to spend money on all those records.” 

"Naturally," | chuckle. "So how've you been?" 

"Mom was asking me the other day if I'm sexually active." 

‘Oh. Wow. I'm impressed. It only took her eighteen years to ask you that.” 


"Only," my sister's voice echoes, laced with snicker. 
y my 


"Little dude, the only time she's ever approached me with a topic even remotely related to sex was literally 


this year. This spring, when | was visiting!" 


"What did she say?" Shelly's openly laughing now, and | can't help but notice that we do in fact sound eerily 


similar. Even though neither one of us would ever admit that out loud to anyone else. 
"Asked me if I'm being responsible about not getting pregnant." 
"Well that's random." 


"I know. | wasn't even touching guys with a plastic rod in spring, not to mention getting pregnant. Not like | 


made an announcement about a boyfriend or anything like that.” 


"What did you say then?" 

"Huh?" 

"About contraception?" 

"Oh, | got all weird and mumbled something about condoms. Naturally," 
‘Naturally! 


"She also joked about how she never knew any better when it came to contraception, that | should be the one 


educating her." 

"No surprise there," my sister breathes out, although it doesn't sound as callous as some of the other shit 
we say about our parents. Did they have any business having four kids? No, if | you ask me. They should have 
never so much as looked at someone else's. But they did have four kids, and they did try their hardest to 


raise us. And we both know it. 


"So what about your sexual activity?" | bring the conversation back around. "Do you..have a boyfriend? Or 
girlfriend? Or all of the above?" 


"Um, well, | kind of have this..thing with someone" 

"Ooh, the plot thickens. Anyone | know?" 

"Damon" 

| shudder at that name. | dort know the kid well, my sister's the one who's been friends with him for several 
years now, but he's always rubber me the wrong way. Kind of a narcissistic asshole. If you ask me. But even 


at eighteen, my sister is more emotionally and intellectually mature than just about anyone | know, so | really 


don't need to be thrusting my two cents in here. 
"Hm" 


"IFs strictly platonic and then sometimes we hook up," she proceeds with palpable caution in her voice, because 


even without me repeating it, she knows I'm not his biggest fan. 
"And you've both laid out all the guidelines and stuff?" Is the only thing | ask. 
"Yeah. That's where it all started" 


"Well.. You know, use condoms and shit. Yadda Yadda. Stuff and things." 


"Are you having a stroke, Katie?" 

"No! I'm giving you the big sister talk.” 

"Ah, | see." 

"You know what's funny?" Something suddenly occurs to me, tickling my mouth into a grin 

"What?" 

| have a thing with someone too," | lower my voice way down. Even though | dragged the phone into my 
bedroom and closed the door, | still don't want to risk my live-in mothers overhearing. "This guy Chris. You 


would like him. He has the right kind of sense of humour." 


‘A thing’ is about right. I've been trying to figure out what exactly it is ever since he confessed his deep, 


undying feelings for me almost a couple of weeks ago. 
"Oh, what the heck?! We sound the same, but now we gotta go ahead and make the same life decisions too?!" 


"Gives me hope, you know. If we keep it up, maybe it is entirely realistic that we'd end up living together with 
seventy eight cats towards the end of our lives." 


"Good point." 
"Well, I'll let you go. | have some errands to run, by which | mean eating and watching TV." 
"Same." 


"So yeah, hug everyone from me, but extra hugs for grandma and the cat.” | don't really need to remind her, 


she knows that they're my favorites. 

‘| miss you." My sister informs me. 

| miss you too. Bye, Shelliander!" 

"God damnit, Kat.." She laughs out before hanging up. 

Huh. | don't know, if my kid sister is successfully navigating a..relationship like that, then so can |, right? Last 
week Chris took me to Hamilton Viewpoint Park and we sat in his car drinking coffee, and it didn't feel weird. It 


doesn't feel weird when we kiss, not as much as the first time anyway. | like that he isn't constantly trying to 
sweet talk me. | hate it when guys do that. | know it's supposed to be flattering but it just creeps me out. 


And | have to admit, | do get a little thrill out of knowing that as a lead singer of Soundgarden, Chris is a 
pretty desirable specimen in Seattle metropolitan area. | mean, I'm still not sure what his deal is.. Although, 
actually, | do feel like | can usually leave a pretty positive first impression, trick people into thinking I'm 


interesting and likeable. So | guess we'll ride this wave while it lasts. 


* * * 


Before | even put the key into my door lock, the smell of..roasted potatoes envelopes me. Not just potatoes, it 
smells like a full blown dinner, a feast, no less. The neighbours must be having dinner. | push the door open and 
walk into my apartment. Something's different. It looks brighter and much cleaner, and its so warm and cosy in 
here, probably from the cooking.. Wait, cooking? If it wasn't before, it is clear as day now that the heavenly 


smells of food are coming from my own kitchen. Have my walls always been this colour?.. Hm. 


| walk across the living room and stop in the kitchen doorway, and the sight in front of me leaves me 
temporarily speechless for more than one reason - Kristi is twirling around, surrounded by pots and pans and 


mounds of food, wearing nothing at all but a cherry spangled apron. 
"Hey, there. What's with the frown?" 
"l" | forgot, is what it is. | forgot Kristi lives here now. "Nothing, I'm just..ever so slightly astonished." 


A self-content smirk blossoms on her face, softening her features, putting a spark in her eyes. "I just wanted 
to do something nice for you," she purrs, stepping closer to me and sliding her hands around my shoulders. 


"You like it?" 
"Uh... t smells amazing! Here's to hoping it tastes as good, too. Where'd you get all this food, anyway?" 
"Oh, you had everything. | just put it together. What about the apartment? You like what | did with the place?" 


l'm about to ask what she's talking about, but she gently nudges me out of her way and out of the kitchen. | 
didn't notice it before, but the furniture in the living room is totally different. She replaced my dingy couch 
with one of those fancy corner ones. It's light grey and has this silvery sheen to match the new coffee table 


that's laden with candles and various decorative knick knacks. There's an ornate, orange rug underneath, and 


the light fixture is different too... 


Kristi tours me around the apartment, showing me everything that she has taken the liberty to change about 
it - and there's a lot of changes. I'm a little annoyed that she didn't consult with me about any of this, but | 
don't want to say anything. She seems to be in an exceptionally great mood and I'd like to keep it that way for 
as long as possible. Not only for my sake, actually. | want her to be happy, | think.. 


"When did you do all this??" 


"While you were out," she bats her lashes at me as we find ourselves standing at the end of our new bed that 


has those fancy posts you see in movies about rich old people. 

"Where did you get all this stuff?" 

"Don't worry about it, my love," she pushes me down onto the bed and crawls on top of me. 
"| just didn't kn-Wait.. My love?" 

"Yeah, Mark. | love you, don't you know?" 

"|. I love you too.. | think." 


"Shh.." She presses a bony finger against my lips and then replaces it with a kiss. That's when | remember 
what her outfit consists of and happily extend the kiss while feeling her up. 


She stars eagerly undressing me when my alarm goes off, blaring so loud you'd think it was right next to my 
ear. But that doesn't make any sense, this bed is so huge that the night stands are at least four feet away 
from me in each direction. Kristi doesn't seem to notice the noise though, or doesn't seem to care, so | close 


my eyes and decide to do the same. But it's so loud. 

| open my eyes again, about to ask her to hold on a sec so that | could find and turn it off, but she's not 
there anymore. It's just me in my old bed, no posts or night stands, drooling on my pillow. | feel around for the 
alarm clock without looking and turn it off. Well that was weird. 

Of course Kristi isn't here and neither are her things. She'll be moving in in about a week's time. But that 
dream strangely puts me in a very festive mood. It was weird, but in a..nice way. Not anything specific about 


the dream, but it just felt nice. Not the furniture though, god no. 


* eK 


"| didn't say hi the other day," | stop five feet inside the thrift store and look across it at the redhead, leaning 
over the counter, reading something. Why did | come here? Sniffing out the territory, | guess. 


"Huh?" She lifts her quizzical eyes at me. She's not a bad looking girl, but nothing spectacular either. Except for 
the hair, maybe. Nice colour. "Oh. No worries. Happens to the best of us." 


"Still, that's no way to treat my neighbours." 
"Oh? So you're moving in?" 


‘| am indeed. You sound surprised," | add as | turn towards a shelf with books and some VHS tapes. Just 
throwing that out there to see what she says, really. 


"Uh... | guess | was just wondering what Mark's gonna do.. So that's good. I'm glad he won't have to start 
sleeping under bridges," she punctuates her words with a half assed chuckle. 


"Yeah well, my lease runs out mid January so | thought, why not?" It's not like | feel the need to justify my 
actions; its more like | want her to know that I'm not a docile little girl, that this was my decision and that l'm 
doing it because its convenient for me. "I didn't know you work here." | did. I've heard from the guys that she 
works at a thrift store in this area, plus | pass this place at least a couple times a week, so | knew exactly 
where it was. 


"Work is a loose term for what | do here." 


"So why are you here then?" | cock an eyebrow shooting a glance in her direction as | continue to browse 


through the tapes. 

"Um.." She takes a pretty long pause for a question as simple as that. "Several minor factors piling up, | guess." 
"| see." 

"So uh.. What do you do?" She asks after another pause. 


"What don't | do is a better questions. Currently | freelance as a personal accountant and work at a salon as a 


nail technician" 


"Cool," | can see Kat nod out of the corner of my eye, as if | asked for her approval. "That spectrum of 


occupation actually sounds very cool." 


"It has its moments. Has some cons too, when people think that a nail technician couldn't possibly know how to 


do their taxes." 

"People are idiots." Her flat delivery of that line actually gets a smile out of me. 
"No shit" 

‘Is that The Neverending Story?" Kat squints at the tape | just picked up. 

"Yeah. | love this movie. Wouldn't mind owning it." 


"We have a book it's based on too, you know." She starts following her extended arm. "I saw it right there the 


other-" 


"Yeah, | tried it, but | don't like that kind of books. I'm more into psychology stuff. Or like biographies.’ 


"But you liked the movie?." 

"Yeah," | repeat again. "But | don't like those kinds of books." 

"But it's the same story?" She presses on and honestly, | have no patience for this. 

‘Its fun to watch the movie but when you sit down with that book, it just makes you feel like a ten year old." 


| can see her open her mouth like a fish but she must have figured out it's in everyone's best interest if she 
just shuts up. Good girl. 


"So.. What brings you to my dust mite infested store?" 
| was passing by. Thought I'd gift myself something nice. It's still Christmas season, after all." 
"Anything specific you'd like to look at? Clothes? Jewellery?" 


| glance around the store. | don't fancy getting bed bugs from wearing someone else's discarded rags, but 


jewellery sounds safe enough. "| could use a new bracelet or a pair of earrings." 

"We got all that stuff right in there," she points to a tall glass box with several shelves, laden with all kind of 
jewellery. Most of it looks like | wouldn't wear it even if someone paid me to, but there's some good stuff in 
the mix as well, so | start skimming through. 


"Are you seeing anyone?" | end the silence after a couple of minutes, still looking at the jewellery stand. 


"Yeah, kind of." Kat dithers. Really? For some reason | didn’t imagine her to be with anyone. Didn't really 
explicitly think about it, but if someone had me guess, | would have said no. 


"Kind of?" 

"Well, no. | am. But its not-We-I don't tell about it to people. At this point in time." 

"You just told me?" | prod her on with a curious smile. If she's seeing someone, then | definitely don't have to 
worry about her and Mark. And the more time she spends away from Mark, with this someone, the happier I'll 
be. Just to go that extra mile and get some good peace of mind. 

"Well, Mark knows, so you'd find out anyway. | just don't tell about it to my roommates." 


"Is he a male prostitute or something?" | laugh. | don't understand what she would possibly be so ashamed of. 


"Close. It's Chris Cornell." 


"Chris Cornell?" | eye the redhead dubiously. "Has the same name as the singer from Soundgarden?" 

"Uh, he is. The same Chris," her eyebrows dip as she explains. 

| certainly didn't expect that. | can accept that she's seeing someone, but | can't wrap my head around her 
seeing someone as hot as Chris Cornell. I've heard he's a freaky weirdo, sure. But he's still hot stuff. What did 


she do to get him? What's her secret power?? 


You know what, | don't care. More time with Chris equals less time with Mark. And if she wants to keep it 
from her friends - which | don't understand why at all - we'll keep it from her friends. 


"You see anything you like?" She obviously changes the topic, but it's fine by me. 


"Yeah, actually. I'll take those orange ones," | tap the glass with my fingernail, singling out a pair of thread 


wrapped hoop earrings. 


* ** 

| can't believe you did that. | mean, A+ for the creativity and evilness, | just can't believe you worked with Kat 
and Stone to pull a prank on our sweet baby Lizzy,’ | goggle at Gwen as we get out of the car in a grocery 
store parking lot. 

"Oh, you know, | like to entertain myself too. By the way, speaking of Kat and Stone-" 


"Ugh, Gwen, just drop it. Kat doesn't need a boyfriend-" 


"Well if you'd let me finish my sentence, I'd tell you that I've..what do you say in the lab? I've made some close 
observations of the two of them and drew the conclusion that they really are just platonic friends." 


"Oh. Really? You're just gonna accept that so easily?" 


"Well, you know, | can admit my mistakes." Uh-huh. And the sun revolves around the earth. "I can tool" She 
laughs at the look I'm giving her. 


"Lizzy's gonna be livid when she finds out, you know.’ 
"Yeah, well at least she's getting to live the fantasy for a few days." 
"The fantasy?" | snort. 


"She doesn't know what it feels like to be in this situation or real, but now she's getting to try it out with no 


consequences." 


‘Only if you don't count her murdering you and Kat and Stone as a consequence." 


"Oh she's going to be so relieved when she finds out she's not a sex crazed drunk, she won't care about any 


of us." 
"Can't argue with that. She will be relieved." 


"Okay, so what do we need?" Gwen asks as we stop in front of a shelf with reduced price Christmas 


decorations at the front of the store. 


| whip out my little shopping list, that has a couple of things scribbled in Kat's handwriting, and after glancing 
around head into the direction that | think is right. I've never really been to this store, but it is the last 
afternoon of the year and most places have already closed for the day. And because everyone in our 
household seems to have really poor organisational skills, we ran out of some essentials like coffee and dish 


soap and snacks and alcohol. And since we're staying in tonight, those things are pretty important. 

"So is Mike coming over?" | ask as we cruise through the aisles. 

"No. 

"How come? He doesn't wanna be fourth wheeling us girls?" 

"| don't know, | haven't talked to him in a week," Gwen's face scrunches momentarily. Oh? 

"How come? He didn't show at your dance class?" 

"We didn't have one this Wednesday. Christmas break," she adds an explanation. "Yeah, he just left the morning 
after the party and I've not heard from him. | called him the following day and left a message but he never 


called back." 


"And you're okay with this?" | stop dead in my tracks because this is so unlike Gwen, to act like she doesn't 


care. | mean, she always acts like it in front of other people, but not us, not me. 


‘Obviously not. But what can | do? Giving him space has worked for me several times already, so l'm just 


sticking with a tried and tested method." 


| want to grab her and shake her, make her realise that even breathing in the same air as Mike is probably 
detrimental to her wellbeing somehow. Not to mention the fact that he's probably off somewhere, fucking at 
least one of those girls who always hang around their band and giggle non stop. But its not up to me, | guess. | 


can't make Gwen do or not do anything. She's a grown person and it's her choice. 


| don't say another word about the Mike situation as we go around the store and gather all the stuff we need. 
When we go to the only open till, | see a face that makes me instantly regret coming to this place. 


"Oh, hey, Heather," | force a polite smile. 


She lifts her eyes at us and..it looks like she's been crying? They're all red and puffy, and last time | checked, 
it's still not hay fever season right now. She kind of mumbles something back at me and proceeds to ring up 


our stuff in silence. Whatever, | couldn't care less about whatever's going on with her. 


"Oh yeah, we have a coupon for coffee," Gwen whips it out of her coat pocket at the very last minute and 
sets it on the counter. "Aren't you gonna punch it in?" She asks a moment later when Heather tells us the 


total price without even so much as looking at the coupon. 

"You gave it to me too late. You have to do it before I'm done ringing everything up." 

"| did," Gwen frowns at her. "You were still about to scan the last two things when | gave you the coupon" 
"Whatever, its too late now." 

"Are you fucking serious?” Gwen pops her eyes out. "Just scan the fucking coupon, don't be an asshole." 
"Don't talk to me like that, or I'll call the manager," Heather glares at both of us. 


‘I'd love that, actually! Please do call your manager," Gwen shoots back, and honestly | just want to be out of 


here. 
"Don't tell me what to do." 
"Here's a tip for you - do your job and | wont" 


"Whatever.." | can clearly hear Heather's voice tremble and her face goes kinda red. "You know what, | am done 
taking tips from stupid sluts like you and your friends. You wanna know what happened when | took your fake 
ginger's advice?? | almost got dumped, that's what! So excuse me if you're too stupid to remember you have a 
coupon, but it's not my fault and l'm not gonna put up with you and act like it is. lim having a bad day so you 
can pay or your stuff and get the fuck out of here." 


Both Gwen and | just stare at her, completely stupefied for a moment. Well that was..unexpected, to say the 
least. I've witnessed her outbursts directed at Jeff before, but what the hell is this?! Everyone has bad days, 
doesn't mean you have to act like that. No wonder Jeff has his batshit crazy moments too, who wouldn't when 
dealing with someone like her? These two obviously need to work through their shit before they're allowed to 
join the rest of the population. 


Its not our fault that you're going through whatever shit..." | mumble as | take my wallet out and throw 


some cash on the counter. 


"Well then don't get on my nerves!” 

"You don't get on my nerves!" Gwen growls back while I'm stuffing our groceries into a bag. 

"Whatever, happy new year, bitches." 

‘Classy, real classy!" Gwen rolls her eyes at Heather one last time as we head for the exit. 

"By the way, Kat is a natural redheadll" | can't keep myself from flipping her off right as we step outside. 


"What the fuck!?" Gwen gives me a wide eyed look and then busts out laughing, cracking me up too. "What kind 
of tips has Kat been giving to that lunatic?" 


"Right? What is she even talking about!?" 


"Well, now | see what you meant when you said you dread seeing her at Raison. | couldn't work 


with that hanging around and causing scenes." 
"Yeah, no shit: 

"| don't know what was happening between you and Jeff at work, but it can't be as bad as that?" 
"Nope, not quite" 


"Still, he chooses to be with her. There has to be something really wrong with him. And | thought you two 


were finally discovering some sort of middle ground? Stone said you're friends now." 


"Stone's an idiot," | let out an amused chuckle. "I mean, yeah, things at work have been fine, but | wouldn't say 
we're friends. Plus, if that's what | have to look forward to when she comes to Raison next time..." | point a 


thumb at the store as we get into the car. "I don't want to associate with Jeff in any shape or form.’ 


Ill admit | was starting to think Jeff is actually an okay person, but now I'm starting to question his sanity 
again | can't even begin to imagine myself with a guy who acts like Heather. | would go insane! If | didn't kill him 
before that happens.. But it seems like Jeff doesn't realise what a psycho his girlfriend is. Fuck that noise, if | 
can help it, I'll switch my shifts for next week so | don't have to work with him even for a minute and run the 


risk of having Heather storm in and set the whole place on fire while I'm there. 


22. post-Christmas season or when the routine bites 
hard and ambitions are low 


PREVIOUSLY: Stone and Steve are about to head to the Gossards house to spend Christmas with them when Steve 
cracks under the pressure of guilt and mentions what he thinks had happened between him and Lizzy, only to find 
out, to his relief, that it was all a prank; Kat phones her sister Shelly, who mentions being in a friends with benefits 
Kind of relationship, which gives Kat more clarity and reassurance about her situation with Chris; Mark has a dream 
about Kristi that leaves him with a newfound affection towards her upon waking up; Kristi drops by at Kat's work 
fo test out the waters, so to speak; she tells Kat about her decision to move in, they chat a lithe more about this 
and that, and before Kristi leaves with a newly purchased pair of orange earrings, she also finds out about Kats 
secret relationship with Chris, which she vows to help protect because to her that means that the redhead is 
preoccupied with another guy and therefore there couldnt be anything going on between her and Mark; Eva and 
Gwen are doing some last minute New Year's Eve shopping at about the only store thats open, which just so 
happens to be the place where Heather works; she looks visibly upset when they get there but then she takes it up 
a notch and blows up on the two girls, mentioning something about taking Kat's advice and almost getting broken up 
with because of it 


| don't know what came over me the other day. | mean.. | don't know where | got the balls to say it out loud, 
but once | did, it felt right. As a matter of fact, taking a break is kinda too gentle of a phrasing... It's not 
entirely truthful. | should have told Heather | want to break up, for real. 


But | just couldn't go through with it. | don't want to hurt her, | just don't want to be in a relationship with 
her anymore. It doesn't feel right anymore, it feels like we've fallen into this routine, like we have to fulfil 
some sort of schedule - bicker on Monday, don't talk on Tuesday, have sex on Wednesday, attempt to fix 
things on Thursday, bring her along to a show on Friday, and of course reserve all the holidays for spending 
time together. Rinse and repeat. | despise it. And how can she want to keep doing that!? 


She totally freaked out on me when | mentioned taking a break, as if that's such an unexpected idea. As if 
everything's fine and I'm the one who's ruining things all by myself, just by suggesting that. Is she blindl? 


No, she's not. She brought it up once, she told me she felt like she's losing me... But | don't wanna be hers 
anymore. Honestly, | don't feel like | am, and | don't feel like she's mine. All of this is nothing but a badly 
written play at this point. So why is she so eager to keep it going? | mean, she's a beautiful girl, she has an 


interesting personality, finding someone else is not gonna be a problem for her at all.. 


But she freaked out and | couldn't end it. | panicked. | was so close, but | panicked and..now what do | do? Shit. 
I've broken up with people before, why is it so hard now? | practically rip the headphones off my head when, 
for some reason, the chorus of There Is A Light That Never Goes Out annoys me to my very core. Without 
bothering to fish the Walkman out of my pocket and pause the tape, | let the wire hang around my neck 


As I'm running through a circle of light cast by a street lamp | notice my shoelace has come undone, so | stop 
and bend over to tie it. Taking a moment to inhale the cold, crisp night air, | slowly get back up. | just feel 
exhausted. Not physically, I'd go jogging every single night if | could But | feel exhausted by having to deal with 
shit in my life that | really don't need or want. 

Not even a second after | start running again, my eyes register a big black blob leap out from the trees onto 
the park path and dart right in my direction My heart almost fucking stops, just out of sheer surprise, 
before | recognise.. 

"Lucy!" My automatically hands find the dog's ears to give her scratches as she wags her tail in excitement. 
Simultaneously, | lift my head to look around and sure enough, | see Chris emerge from the same spot in 
between the trees. Really, | can only assume it's Chris by his height and obviously by Lucy being here. 

"Jeff?" He squints at me, getting closer. 

"Hey, dude! Taking the beast out for a walk?" 

"Sure. Or the other way around." 

"Did you bring Lucy to the new dog playground?" 

"Nah, | was just dropping someone off in the neighbourhood." 

"Did Andy bribe you into being his personal chauffer again?" 


"Nope, not this time. Since Xana's car is up and running, he's taken all his business to her." 


"Dropping off a girl then?" | blurt out before | can stop myself. Really I'll get into any kind of conversation now, 
just to keep myself from thinking about this whole predicament with my possibly soon to be ex-girlfriend. 


Chris cocks an eyebrow at me and in the meanwhile | busy myself giving Lucy some more ear scratches. 
"Yeah, a girl." 


"You seeing someone?" 

"Yeah, kinda," he mumbles and takes a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, silently offering me one, but | shake 
my head. | don't like to smoke when | jog. "Its a mutually agreed upon affinity with some guidelines pertaining to 
its potential and possibly foreseeable expiration date." 


| stare up at him for a moment. "What, like fuck buddies?" 


"If you wanna put it like that... Yeah." 


"Why?" | ask as | step over to a bench and sit down to tie my shoelace that Lucy pulled undone. 

"Why what, Jeff?" 

"Why not a normal couple's relationship?" 

When | lift my face to look at Chris a second later, he's squinting thoughtfully in a cloud of smoke. 

"Good question | like this person," he drawls sitting down on the other end of the bench. "But | don't..find 
myself wanting a romantic relationship with her. What is a romantic relationship, anyway? Saying ‘| love you'? 
Platonic friendship comes naturally to us, there's chemistry, but its not romantic. You know what | mean? You 
wouldn't be with Heather if you didn't feel that romantic attraction. And romantic attraction is not the same 


as physical one." 


| clear my throat, slightly concerned about the amount of times he just repeated the word ‘romantic’, and only 


then notice how confused his expression has grown. "l..guess that makes sense." 

| don't think | feel any sort of attraction towards Heather anymore, and that's the real messed up part. It 
would be so much easier if one of us cheated or if we got into a huge fight and broke up or if | did something 
and she dumped me, but no. Now I'm the asshole because my feelings have changed, and it doesn't matter that 
| have no control over that. If | stay, I'll end up being an asshole for lying to her, but if | leave I'll be an 
asshole for not loving her. 

"You okay?" 

"Huh?" 

"Have you been working long hours?" Chris frowns and smiles at the same time. 

"Which way are you gonna head from here?" 

"Home." 

"You mind giving me a ride? You can just drop me off at the college or somewhere around there." 

"Why do you need to go to there??" 

"| don't, um..not there, | need to get to Heather's place. | think I'm gonna break up with her tonight." 


"Oh. Good luck. Sure I'll give you a ride." 


I'd be surprised if Chris wasn't thinking about how happy Stone is going to be when he finds out about this, 
but | don't give a rat's ass right now. Actually, maybe in some weird way Stone was right.. Not that | would 


ever say that to him, but now | do wonder if our friends could tell before | myself realised that my feelings 
have changed. And now that | have, it seems that Heather is still living in this picture perfect fantasy world 


But it's so obvious to me that we're done. 


l'm glad Chris is not asking or saying much at all on our walk to his car, but | also wouldn't except him to act 
like that anyway. As | put my seatbelt on, | have all these scenarios playing out in my head of how it's gonna 
go. Ultimately though, | just need to let Heather know how | really feel, | dont want her to hold out hope that 
this is just a break, just a small hiccup that we're gonna get over. | want her to know that | want to be 
friends, that she didn't do anything wrong and | still care about her, but | don't see us continuing with our 


relationship like this anymore. 
At the same time, there's a ball of excitement in the pit of my stomach that | can't ignore. It's like | can't wait 
to feel like | can freely breathe again. | can focus on my art and music, and my friends, and even my job, and 


not feel like | have obligations to play the part of a boyfriend. 


** % 

"He didn't show up," | throw my keys on our dining table and, while they're still sliding across it, turn to Lizzy 
who's microwaving her dinner and still trying to ignore me. "I haven't seen or spoken to Mike in over a week, 
almost two weeks, really. It's like he just disappeared into thin air," | continue as | take my coat and boots off. 


"Excuse me, I'm still mad at you," Lizzy walks around me with her food and pulls up a chair. 


‘It was a stupid prank, get over it already. | told you I'm sorry. | wish you'd found it as funny as it was, but 


can we just mover past it now?" 

She's been like that ever since she got back from New York a few days ago, and yeah, it's not always fun to 
get pranked but she has no sense of humour about this. And anyway, what's the big deal? Not like we actually 
did anything to her or made her do anything, we just put her drunk ass to bed. 

"I know it was a stupid prank, but maybe | just didn't expect you to be laughing behind my back." 

'Lizzy.." | whine sitting down next to her while she's very much focused on her plate of food. "What do you 
want me to do? How can | prove that I'm sorry and that you're still my best friend? I'll do your makeup for a 
week" 

"| don't know...” 


"Look, | really need you to be my best friend now.’ 


She exhales a long, soundless sigh and shoves a forkful of presto pasta in her mouth. "There's a message on 
the answering machine. | haven't had the chance to listen to it yet, but it could be him, maybe?" 


"I seriously doubt it, he hasn't called me back this whole time." 

"Did you get into a fight? When's the last time you saw him?" 

"No, we didn't fight. He just left the morning you were flying out and | haven't heard from him since," | make 
my way to the fridge as | vent to Lizzy and grab a bottle of my favourite Greek beer. "I just don't understand 
why he acts like that." 


"Maybe..he's upset about something? Maybe he got jealous of you?" 


"IF he's jealous then why would he leave me alone?" | take a sip of the beer and shake my head, either at 
Lizzy's words or the drink that's not nearly strong enough for my needs right now. It's time for a martin. 


"Wait, how did you agree to meet tonight then?" 


"We didn't, tonight's dance class and he's signed up so we always meet up there. But he didn't show up this 
time. | don't understand, is he testing me or something?" | think out loud as | fix myself a half assed drink and 


drop two olives in it. 


"Well maybe.." Lizzy's not sitting on her chair facing towards me, her plate in her hand. "Maybe he's afraid. 
Maybe he doesn't want to get too close to you and become too vulnerable. You told me, you said it yourself, 
he's not used to having real relationships with girls. And you've been together for almost five months now or 


something like that? Maybe he's just freaking out a little?" 


"Maybe." Mike is not someone who talks about his feelings a lot..or at all. And | get that, | can understand why 
he finds it difficult to do it. But | know for sure that he has feelings for me, | can tell. 


| walk over to the couch and press the play button on the answering machine while sitting down on a blanket 
that Eva probably left there. There's only two messages - one's for Eva from her university, and the other 
one... 

"Hey, Gwen. Something came up and so uh, | won't be able to make it tonight. Just thought Id let you know" Beep. 
| slowly turn my head to meet Lizzy's eyes and then look back at the little device with Mike's voice recorded 
on it. | play it again, just to see what the time stamp was. "That was eleven minutes before the start of the 
class! What the fuckl?" 


"That was really weird...” 


"Let me know he..eleven minutes before class starts!? It takes him at least half an hour just to get there! Just 


thought Id let you know.. No ‘call me' or ‘I'll call yout or anything?" 


"But he called youl" Lizzy points out. 


"Yeah, but..he just sounded so cold." 


Lizzy and | keep shooting these theories back and forth while | work through my first, second, and half of 
third drink, at which point we're both sitting on the couch in piles of blanket and snacks. 


"If he wants to break up with me, why don't he?!" | ask after the first quiet pause in probably over an hour. 
"No, Gwen. I'm sure he doesn't want to break up with you. He'd be an idiot if he did," Lizzy's silky, motherly 
voice intensifies and we both barely glance at the apartment door as Kat walks in "Maybe he just wants you 
to show him that you're committed. Like | said, maybe he just needs a nudge because he's never been in a 
serious relationship. He's distancing himself from you because he wants you to come to him" 

"Oh, no," Kat interjects, shaking her head and causing a few snowflakes to fall from her hair. "Gwen..l'll refrain 
from saying anything about Mike," she points a finger at me. "But you, you are much, much better than this. 
You are not anyone's mother and you don't deserve to be treated like that." 

To my own surprise, my eyes start welling up a little. Maybe she's right? Which one's right though? 

| dont want to be with someone who's going to act like a child, but maybe Mike really does need me to help 
him with this? I'm not gonna walk away just because he's not good at relationships. 


"Mike deserves a chance," Lizzy looks up at Kat. 


"She's already given him enough chances. Anyway, that's just my unsolicited advice," the redhead raises her 
hands up and walks away. 


"How can | give him a chance if he won't even talk to me though?" | look at Lizzy, still feeling the burn behind 
my eyes. 


"I'm sure he will, he'll come around." 

Ugh, | just feel so many different things. | wish | could talk to him. | wanna know if he's serious or if he's just 
gonna drag me along and then drop me. As | think about what | should do, | finish my martini and go make 
myself another one. 

"What?" | ask catching Kat's telling glance at me. "You have whiskey for breakfast." 

"| didn't say anything.” 

‘Maybe | should call him?" | ask myself out loud when | return to the couch. 


"Maybe..." 


"| will call him, right now." 

"What are you going to say?" Lizzy perks up. 

"We'll see," | shrug, reaching for the phone receiver. 

"Hello?" Someone answers a few moments later. 

"Who is this?" 

"Who is this?" 

"Sean? | need to talk to Mike." 

"Oh, Gwen, hey... Mike? Yeah, he's uh.. Mike's not here, actually.” 

"Oh for fuck's sake. | need you to relay a message to him then" 

"Maybe itd be better if you just call again and leave it on the answering machine... 

| need you to tell him that it would take a dead blind man to not notice he's been avoiding me.." 

"It would just make things much simpler, whatever the message is | don't want to be shot here..." 

"And tell him that | don't understand why he does it," | ignore Sean's protest. "We're not in thirdst grade," l'm 
pretty sure | stumble over my words a little but | don't care enough to correct myself. | just need to get 
some things off my chest. "If he doesn’t want to be with me, he should just come out and say it instead of 
not returning my call or not showing up to meet me. | mean.. | thought we had it pretty good, no? Don't you 
think so? Mike and | have fun and we're spontaneous and there's chemistry. I'm sure you know what that's 
like." 

“Actually, | just got dumped" 

"Oh... ls that why Mike's avoiding me? | didn't know breaking up season is right after Christmas? Look, just tell 
him that | really need him to at least be man enough to give me a call back," | continue as Sean mumbles 
something about me being insensitive to his heartbreak. "Tell him | miss him.." Here come the waterworks 
again | avert my eyes at the ceiling, swirling my drink in one hand and holding the receiver in the other. "I miss 
driving around the city at night and eating junk food in his car, | miss laughing with him and dancing with him.. | 


mean, doesn't he?" 


"| do!" 


| almost spill my martini on myself when Mike's voice booms in my ear all of a sudden. "Mike? | thought you 


weren't home?" 

"| ehm, | just got back. Literally just walked in through the door and heard you on the speaker." 
"Well... | just." Damn alcohol, it's making me feel so scatter brained now. 

"| miss you too, | do. How could | not, babe?" 

"Beats me. Why have you been ignoring me then?" 

| wasn't! | just had..a lot of stuff come up, just a busy past couple of weeks." 


"That's a shitty excuse, Mike, and you know it. Why did you leave on Christmas Eve as if running from a house 


fire?" 
"Because I.." He clicks his tongue and sighs. "Because | just... | felt like.. Look, 'm sorry okay." 
"Well thanks for that, but you're acting so hot and cold.. | just need to know. What is going on, Mike?" 


"I feel like you." He trails off again and all of a sudden a light goes on in my head. Oh my gosh. He's trying to 
say he's in love with me, isnt he? That would make sense! If anyone was gonna try and hide from their 


feelings, its Mike. 


‘lm not asking you to do anything, | just want you to know that | have strong feelings for you and | don't want 
them to be toyed with. I'm falling for you, Mike." | blurt out. Am 1? Huh, | guess | really am. Why else would | 


be giving him chances and calling him drunk. 

"You are?" He sounds almost surprised. 

"Yeah." 

"Ah, | miss you, gorgeous. You're the best thing in my life." 


* * * 


lm not really sure if | was sleeping or not. It could have been a couple of minutes of dozing off or a couple of 
hours of full on slumber, but it's still pretty much pitch black dark. | check to see if I'm wearing my boxers 
and right when my fingers find the fabric around my waist, | remember that | put them on while Kat was 
slipping into her sleeping shirt. A smile tugs at my lips while she seems to be asleep, completely unaware of it. 
Check the world's most silent sex off my bucket list. When | teased her about it she looked both embarrassed 
and annoyed, and was quick to remind me that she doesn't need the whole building hearing my climactic 


squeaks. Her words, not mine. 


In fact, she seemed embarrassed pretty much throughout the whole thing, which is saying a lot since | made a 
point of stretching it out as much as | could. But that's to be expected, | suppose. Just because | act like 
nothing fazes me, doesn't mean | have no inhibitions when it comes to getting naked and hot and bothered in 
front of someone relatively new. But that's part of it, its all good. | feel happy. And I'm pretty confident that 
both me and Kat can get our respective kinds of happiness out of this whole thing. 


| put on a shirt before | quietly leave the room - just in case one of the girls is having a midnight snack or 
sleepwalking, I'd rather be somewhat clothed upon running into them. But hopefully that doesn't happen because 
Kat would probably have a meltdown | have to admit though, sneaking around like this is kind of exciting. And 
it's true, it does make things a lot less complicated when you don't have to explain yourself to anyone. It's just 
our thing, we know what it is and we don't have to let anyone else in on it. 


| walk into the bathroom, quietly shut the door, pee, stare at myself in the mirror for several unnecessary 
minutes, wash my hands, and as I'm turning off the light and opening the door, | hear something. | hear the 
creak of a handle, but not the one l'm holding, and | hear soft footsteps moving my way. shit. | frantically 
glance around in the darkness, barely able to make anything out with my eyes still blinded by the light | just 
turned off. In a last-ditch effort to not get busted, | leap into the bathtub and draw the shower curtain to 
hide myself. Not even two seconds later a short, dark silhouette of Lizzy flicks the light switch on and next 
thing | know, I'm listening to her pee. And it's the longest pee I've ever heard in my life, too. 

That's another thing about this whole situation between me and Kat - not only is it thrilling, it is also highly 
entertaining. | find infinite amusement in navigating around being caught. Whether or not that makes me a sick 


creep is a topic for another night's musings. 


Finally, Lizzy flushes, kills the light, and leaves, and without waiting for someone else to show up for their 
nightly bathroom visit | make a beeline for Kat's room. 


"How dare you leave my room," she rolls over in bed as | close the door behind me. 
"You forgot to put out a piss bucket for me." 

"Ever heard of holding it in?" Kat chuckles at her own joke. 

"Why are you awake, anyway?" 

‘Full moon probably” 

"Right" 

"Chris?" She speaks up a little while later. 


"Hm?" 


"Nothing, just checking if you're asleep." 
"How can | be asleep if you keep pestering me?" 


Im glad you exist," she ignores me and mumbles into the pillow since she's lying on her belly, one side of her 


head drowned in the softness of it 
"It finally happened. You finally fell in love with me." 
"Don't get excited" 

"Can | get offended then?" | inquire with a chuckle. 


"Don't you think we're perfectly fine without falling in love with each other? Either way, relationships are over 


romanticized for no good reason" 
"How about: friendships are under-romanticized?" 


"Your thesis lacks common sense. But | think it's bullshit to expect someone to right all your wrongs and live 


happily ever after, you know? And that's the expectation for relationships a lot of the time." 


"Everyone thinks that until they don't anymore. It does truly only take falling in love, and then you're all about 
that bullshit, as you put it.” 


"| don't. Fall in love." 
"Everyone thinks that until they do." 


"No, you misunderstood me. | have been in love, it just doesn't happen anymore" She uh, explains trying to 
sound nonchalant about it. 


"So you got hurt, so what? That doesn't mean you're not gonna fall in love anymore." 
‘Its not that. Honestly, you couldn't be more wrong with your generic pseudo-psychological observations." 
"Tell me then, what is it?" 


Kat's eyes glisten with what little light there is as she glances me a dubious look and frowns a little. "You're 


being very boyfriend-y right now.’ 


"Tell me as a friend then?" 


"You'll be a good friend even if you don't pretend to care about that" 


"Come on, give me something. | want to take a look inside Katie Novak" | shoot an imaginary bullet out of my 


finger aimed at her temple and fold my arms under my head as | lie back. 


She lets out a pointed sigh and now it's her propped up, her head in her hand, looking down at my face. "I was 
in love once, wow Kat can feel things, amazing, who woulda thought, okay, let's move on," she delivers in the 
most sardonic tone I've ever witnessed. "And | told a guy | was in love with him once, and those were two 


different people, and | was never with either one of them." 


"Wait, so.. You were in love once but never told him.. So you never had the ‘| love you..l love you toot kind of 


thing?" 

"Nope 

"So who were these guys?" 

"| think | was about fifteen when | told a guy | was in love with him for the first and last time in my life, but 
in all honesty that was just a crush | had on this older boy. He was really nice to me and all, and we'd talk 
sometimes at school, but | never expected anything," 

| have to fight back a chuckle at her high school sweetheart drama. "And what did he say?" 

“Thank yout. | think.. Whatever his exact words were, | was totally fine with it" 

"But you had boyfriends..right?" 

"Well.. I've dated some people that happened to be boys. | just never managed to fall in love with any of them." 


"Ouch." 


Kat pulls her shoulders in a shrug as | peer into her eyes. "So what about this other guy? The one you were 
in love with?" 


"Realising you're falling in love with someone you're not supposed to is damn awful, you know." 


"No shit?" Not like | haven't been there. Again, that's probably something most people go through at one point 


or another. 


"It was very..cliché, | guess. | met him in my freshman year at UW and | didn't even notice him at first, then 
we became friends, and | realised he was everything | could have wanted to find in a person..plus he had a 
girlfriend as a bonus. Thing was, we became really close really fast. | could tell him things | couldn't tell pretty 


much anyone because he never judged and he was always very protective of me. But he wasn't in love with 


me. Funny thing though, I'm sure if he'd never met his girlfriend, something would have definitely happened 
between us." 


"Well that sucks. What happened with him in the end?" 

"Oh he's around. Still with the same girl. | haven't seen him in a while though." 
"Wait, so you stayed friends with him?!" 

"Of course." 


Of course?! If that's how she runs her life, no wonder there's always a dark cloud hanging over her head. 


"What did you do that for?!" 
"Because he's a great person" Kat shrugs again 
"So... Are you still in love with him?" 


"No, | don't think so. You know.. Are you really still interested in hearing this?" She perks up a little and shoots 
me another sceptical look, and | nod. "| remember this one particular night, he had to stay at my place.. Long 
story short, we were having dinner with some friends at my place, and then everyone left and him and | ended 
up watching a movie, as per usual. We fell asleep on the couch, then woke up after the movie had already 
ended, and wound up just talking until six in the morning, which was one of the things that | loved so much 
about him.. Anyway, he was supposed to catch a flight that next afternoon, he was going home for the 
holidays, back to his family and his girlfriend, and | remember lying in the dark, still talking while slowly falling 
asleep.. And he said, ‘whatever would | do without you, Kat?" and at that moment | felt this scary..kind of like 
an air bubble form in my chest, like | could physically feel how much | needed to tell him | loved him, and in a 
way it felt like it was my last chance, even though he was going to be back in Seattle in a couple of weeks. But 
that.. Those moments before falling asleep, | have never felt anything like it before or since. It wasn't even like 
| was expecting anything, but | just felt like that confession was suffocating me from the inside.. | don't know, 


this probably sounds so corny but in spite of everything, | felt like | needed to tell him | loved him." 


"No, it doesn't sound corny. | mean.." What do | say to that? God, why the fuck do | have a head full of stupid 
jokes right now? To dispel the too serious atmosphere? Somehow | feel like that's not what Kat needs right 
now. "| get that, that really fucking sucks." 


"Yeah..." 


"But that doesn't mean you're not gonna fall in love again. | mean, you can't seriously believe all that bullshit 


about one true love or something?" 


"No, | don't think that people only fall in love once. But it's just basic statistics. How many people on average 
does a person meet in 22 years? Hundreds? Thousands? And in all those years, of all those people, | only ever 


fell in love with one." 
"Did he ever know?" 


"I think he probably did. | think somewhere deep down he too felt.. You know, if the time and place were 
different." 


"Then he should have fucking left you alone.. What the fuck is the deal with you two being friends?!" 


"Look, do | wish I'd never met him? Yes, absolutely. But there's no way to change that so | dealt with it and | 
may have come out of it a little more bitter and angry, but.. What's that thing people say.. What doesn't kill 


you.. 
"Makes you stronger, except if it scarred you emotionally for life." 
"It didnt-" 


"Scarface." | taunt Kat and watch her lips form a smile again as she rolls her eyes at me in the near darkness 
of the early morning. 


* %* * 


| take one last look at the reception desk, just to make sure | didn't leave anything that doesn't belong there or 
didn't take anything that does, and wish Olivia a pleasant shift. I'm really happy with myself for getting 
everything done in time so | don't have to stay longer. Partly because | don't want to seem like | can't handle it 
but also because | was going to go for a swim in the hotel pool and maybe spend some time in the Jacuzzi too, 
while I'm at it. | definitely deserve it tonight, after finishing my first day as the brand new part time 


receptionist at the Fairmont! 
"Oh, you're still working here?!" | almost bump into a tall figure as | round the corner. 


"Did you expect I'd be fired by now?" Jerry scrunches his nose at me and | rebuke it with an innocent smile. 
That's just what | do, always walk around with a foot in my mouth. 


"I didn't mean that! l'm glad to see you here." 
Im glad you're glad, Lizzy," he pulls me into a hug, barking a laugh. "How was your Christmas?" 


‘Oh, it was wonderfull Well.. Actually, my friends played a horrible prank on me just before | left for New York, 
but other than that, | had so much fun with my family." 


Ugh. | wouldn't put something like that past Kat or Stone, but | can't believe Gwen was in on it too. She's 
supposed to have my back, not laugh behind it! 


"A prank?" Jerry slides his hands into his coat pockets and shifts his weight onto one foot, as if he's getting 


comfortable to hear my story. 

"Yeah," | chew on my lower lip. "They made me think that | slept with someone 

"Wait, woah, what!?" His face splits into an amused grin as he holds his hands out. "How does that work?" 
"Well, | got really drunk that night" 

"Substituting your coke addiction," he nods ever so slightly, earning himself a slap on the arm. 

“Jerry 

"Hey, acceptance is the first step towards healing” 

"Stop it! 

"Ha alright, sorry, go on’ 

"So | got drunk and they put me to bed. How nice of my friends, isn't if?." Here, my smile is quickly replaced 
by a frown. "In the same bed with Stevel The next morning | couldn't remember everything that happened, and 
besides | was in a hurry to catch my flight home for Christmas.. And then | found a condom wrapper by my 
bed." | flail my arms as Jerry listens with his eyes slightly narrowed 

"And so where's this Steve guy at that point?" 

"Steve... You know Steve, Steve Turner: 

"Oh, yeah, okay. So where's he at?" 


"Well, he's in my bed, with me. Both dressed down to our underwear." 


"Huh, that sounds like a mighty elaborate prank, except that how could your friends have known you'd think 


you had sex with him? That was your assumption, was it not? Or was Steve in on it too?" 


"No, he couldn't remember either.. But | mean, you know how it is when you drink.. You get so caught up, 
having all the fun, talking to everyone, then we had a snow fight, and so of course there's bits of the night 
that | couldn't remember. The next day you have to fill in the gaps so waking up to find a guy and a condom 


wrapper in your room seems like enough of a basis to make that assumption" 


"Okay, that's a fair point. If the wrapper was planted there." 


"Of course it was!" 
"Okay, okay," Jerry steps back laughing, his hands up again defensively. "I take it Steve is not your type then?" 


"No. | mean, yes. | mean, it's not about that. | guess | just hope that | won't ever stoop down to having black 
out drunken sex with all sorts of guys." 


"Yeah, alright, | respect that.." Jerry bobs his head. 
"Yeah.. How was your Christmas|?" 


"A lot more tame, if you'll believe that. Dee came back from Colorado so | got to spend some quality time with 
the ol ma and pa at her house." 


"Oh really? What did you get her?" 
"What did | get her?" 


"Yeah. You know, what Christmas present did you get for her?" | reiterate, seeing Jerry's face cloud with 


confusion. 


"Um, nothing.. We don't really do that kinda stuff. I'm really bad at giving gifts anyway. | suck at that whole 
thing." 


"And..Dee is okay with that?" 

"Yeah." 

"Is she?" | narrow my eyes. She might tell him she doesn't mind not getting presents but that wouldn't fool me. 
Perhaps she doesn't expect them and it's not a deal breaker if she doesn't get them, but there is not a girl on 
this planet who wouldn't feel loved and happy to receive at least a box of chocolates or..or a pizza, if she 
doesn't have a sweet tooth. 


"I think so.. What, you don't think that's possible?" 


"No, | mean, | think surprising your loved ones even with littlest things is such a sweet and considerate thing. 
But if you say she doesn't care about it, then it must be true. I've never even met her, so what do | know." 


"Well now I'm gonna be overthinking that for the next week," he wheezes a laugh. "Hey, you need a ride home 


tonight?" 


"No, thanks. I'm actually going down to the pool for a bit. A well-deserved reward for a brand new 


receptionist" 


"What?!" Jerry mirrors my grin, bending his knees a little and throwing his arms out. "Congratulations, Lizl" 
"Thanks! Hey, you're welcome to join me. They have a Jacuzzi," | add with an arch of my eyebrows. 


"Ah damn, | wish | could," he declines looking visibly disappointed. "Unfortunately | have plans tonight. | mean, not 
unfortunately.. Dee still has a couple of days before she goes back to Colorado...” 


‘Oh, well, maybe another time then" 


| can't say | myself am not disappointed. | just miss spending more time with friends. Sounds real silly, 
considering | just came back from New York and spending Christmas with my family, but my social life 
certainly has changed a lot since last year. When | was still at UW, it seemed like | never had a spare moment, 
and now a lot of my friends have moved to different cities or they're just always busy with their jobs... I'm 
about to get a lot more busy, too.. And | don't even get to spend as much time with my roommates anymore 
either, because we all live on different schedules. 


"Definitely another timel I'll just have to remember to grab my speedo." 

"For sure," | nod through laughter caused by his speedo comment, although he doesn't seem to find it funny 
himself. "Just let me know when. | think I'll be working evening shifts a lot for the time being, and that's when 
the pool is the least crowded" 


"Cool. Well, I'm sad | can't be of any help to you and give you a ride home tonight, but yeah, | gotta go." 


"That's okay. Tell Dee | said hil" 


23. no more mambo, homemade wine, and important 


secrets 


PREVIOUSLY: Jeff is out jogging and contemplating his attempted dumping of Heather when he runs into Chris and 
his dog Lucy; while chatting with Chris about how different relationshps are for different people, he decides that he 
needs fo get a hold of himself and break up with Heather once and for all, for the sake of his own happiness; Mke, 
who's been absent for a while, doesn’t show up at dance class so Gwen decides fo cheer herself up by drinking 
martinis, which leads to her calling him; at first she talks to Sean who fells her that Mike's not home, but then the 
bassist takes over the phone, felling her that he misses her too, mentioning nothing about the rumours of him being 
a bad lover; Chris is spending the night over with Kat in her bedroom, they end up talking about what love and 
relationships mean and she opens up to him about her past experiences; after finishing her first day as the new 
receptionist at the Fairmont Hotel, Lizzy runs into Jerry, who stil works for a delivery company that deals with 
the hotel, they have a friendly chat about how they each spent their holidays; Jerry mentions that he didnt get a 
gift for his girlfriend Dee because she doesnt care about that stuff, but Lizzy's reaction makes him feel lke he 


made a mistake; since Jerry's busy, Lizzy promises to take hm to the hotel swimming pool some other time. 


Shit, I'm late. Only by five minutes, but every tap of my fingers against the steering wheel makes it seem like 
those minutes are stretching into hours as | sit stuck in traffic. I'm not usually late, that's the one quality | 
have that | can put on my resume, so it's kind of ironic that this had to happen today, on my way to see 
Gwen and make her forgive me and forget about anything that might upset her about my behaviours. 


| didn't want to talk to her when she called, | thought | could just phase her out slowly. Even though | can't 
stand the idea of her being with some other dude. Maybe | wasn't trying to phase her out so much as show 
her that I'm not always gonna run to her when she calls.. Either way, when she was on the phone with Sean, 
just hearing her voice and the things she was saying... | don't know, | didn't expect that. | disappeared on her 
and when you do that shit, girls either tell you to go fuck yourself or have a tantrum and accuse you of 
being a shitty boyfriend or using them or something. But Gwen said she misses me instead. And fuck, | miss 


her too. It's like no other girl compares to her. 


Finally, | pull into a parking spot, get out of my car, and make a dart for the entrance to the café. She's not 
there?. I'm fifteen minutes late, give or take. Did she..show up and leave because | wasn't here? | scan the 


place with my eyes again. Nope, definitely not there. 


"Hey, did you see an Asian girl with bleach blonde hair come in or leave in the past fifteen minutes?" | 


practically lean over the counter to ask the back of the barista's head. 
"Uh, don't think so," the guy casts a glance at me and goes back to making coffee. 
Just as | turn around, contemplating whether | should hang around here or do something else, Gwen walks in 


and | get that same sensation of time slowing down a little. Of course she'd be the one who's even more late, 


of course. She lives to her own rhythm, as if nothing affects her, not even the passing of time. 


"Before anything else happens, you should know that | was drunk when | called you," she gives me a disclaimer 


immediately, making me snort out a laugh. 

"So what, you didn't actually want to meet up with me?" 

"That's not what | said." 

"Wait, so did you really miss me or did you only say that while under the influence of probably a martini?" 
"How did you know | was drinking a martini?" Gwen pops her eyes out. 

"Isn't that your favourite drink?" | shrug. 

"Doesn't mean | drink it all the time." 

"So you weren't drinking a martini when you called me?" 


"Let's just cut this crap and get a table and some coffee, okay?" She turns around, flicking her hair, asks the 


barista for a couple cappuccinos, and leads the way to a small table by the window. 


"So why did you disappear?" Gwen asks me in the most casual tone of voice once we're sitting across from 


each other. 


Honestly, because your roommates are bitches. But | can't actually say that. Gwen wouldn't appreciate it and it 
would just get me into more trouble. Besides, | don't want to sound whiny and like | got my feelings hurt or 
whatever. Either way, the fact that she's sitting right here with me now, that she said she missed me..that 
seems like proof enough that she doesn't hold her friends’ opinions about me. Sounds to me like Gwen is pretty 
satisfied with me. 


Really, | should have called Eva and Lizzy out on it, seen their ugly scared faces if | did. It was just so weird in 
the moment..like, of course Gwen wouldn't say that about me to them. Well fuck, | can admit | got myself into 
this dramatic situation myself. And what do | do now? I'm definitely not bringing up the shit | heard her friends 
say - partly because I'm not a child who needs someone's pity but also because | don't even want to say it 


out loud. It's as clear as day to me now that it was just a big pile of bullshit. 
"I told you, | just had a busy week," | smile at Gwen but | can immediately tell she's not gonna buy it. 


"Two weeks. What were you so busy with?" She faintly nods at a barista as he places two cups on the table 
and disappears. "Look, you don't have to lie to me. If you're not into this anymore, I'd rather you just told me 


now. 


"I am into this, trust me," | slide my hands across the table to take hers. 


| want to trust you, but this is not the first time you've disappeared on me. Look, I'm done playing games. | 
can't keep investing myself in this emotionally just to have you walk away." 


I'd bet my right hand on her words being an exact quote from one of her roommates. But that doesn't matter 
right now. Gwen is too smart, she's not like those other girls who'll stick around no matter what, and then the 
minute it's over they'll talk shit about you for the rest of their lives. Gwen is real. She's so good at being coy 
and playing games, but at the end of the day she's not about taking - or giving - bullshit. 


"How can | prove to you that I'm not going to disappear on you again?" | hear the words leave my mouth. 


"Just be honest," she gives me an exaggerated shrug, accompanied by an arch of her eyebrows, before hiding 


her face behind the cappuccino cup. 
"About what?" 


"Why did you ditch me this time? Did | do something? Or are you seeing someone else?" She adds hesitantly 
and | quickly assure her that I'm not seeing anyone but her. The occasional girl here and there doesn't mean | 
can't be only into Gwen If someone flirts with me at a gig and then | make out with her, that's not indicative 


of my feelings towards Gwen. Woah. Feelings.. 

‘Its not that. | disappeared because." | didn't want to get involved in a stupid drama about who said what 
about my performance skills? | don't wanna talk about that. But | have to say something, | have to give her a 
reason.. 

"Because what?" 

"l. | don't want to go to dance class anymore," | blurt out and mentally pat myself on the shoulder. | mean, | 
quite enjoyed it, but | can live without it, and this sounds like the perfect reason to get out of this situation 
'|.hate dancing," | go on. "I was doing it for you, but | just can't go on like that" 


Gwen stares at me for a while, her eyebrows knit together. "Oh... Mike, you could have just told mel” She 
snorts a laugh and it sounds like a fresh breath of air feels. 


"I know how important it is to you." 
"Yeah, but | can still dance without you. Id prefer that to you ignoring me anyway.’ 


"Shit... 'm sorry, Gwen. | just didn't want to upset you... But | should have known you're too cool to get upset 
over something like that." 


"Damn right | am," her eyes sparkle at me as she laughs. 


"So, what did | miss?" 

"What did you miss?" 

"Yeah. Did you become the queen of a decently sized European country since | last saw you or something?" 
"Now is not the time. | figure when l'm older and ready to settle down, then I'll consider it" 


"Smart. Well," | lean back in my chair and stretch my legs under the table, watching her eyes smile at me as 
she drinks her coffee. "I think we're on the right way to get signed" 


‘Oh really? That's great news! We'll have to celebrate." 
"For sure. So you work tonight?" 


"Yeah, in about an hour. | kinda wish | didn't have to. | don't really love working at Rock Candy-Well, | do, but | 


also feel like I'm wasting time and potential." 

"Really? | think its a great place to work. Plus, with your looks, you're getting the cream of the tips." 

"True, but | think generally | can do better than a fifty dollar bill from a wasted businessman." 

"IIl say," | bob my head. Well this is going way better than | thought. | just hope | didn't get myself into 
different kind of bullshit for saying | don't wanna dance anymore. "Are you sure you're fine with me dropping 
dance class?" 


"Yeah, of course," Gwen's eyebrows dip in emphasis. 


"Good. Hey, | can pick you up after work and we can have some non-dance fun," | reach over the table and 


gently tug on her fingers, giving her a telling smirk 
"Fun? | think the only place I'll want to go after work is bed." 
"Well, coincidentally, | was talking about fun in bed specifically.’ 


‘Oh..oh! Yeah, of course," she attempts to save herself with a smile but..is it just me, or does it really look like 


she's faking it.. Ugh, she's not faking it. She never fakes it! "Bed fun it is." 


* eK 


So... You brought Chris." | try to sound as nonchalant as | possibly can, although | think it comes out as if I'm 
delivering a bad impression of the goblin king. 


"Yeah. Is that not cool? | mean, Mike brought that." Stone nods his head ever so slightly at Sean, who's sitting 


on the couch, painting stars on his boots with white nail polish. 
"No, no, it's fine. | was just observing." 


"Yeah, | too often observe Christopher." Stone's eyes gloss over, a thing that truly does happen a lot when he 
talks about Chris, and as if that was his cue, the singer walks over to us. 


"Did you notice that your Christmas tree is still up?" He grins at me and | can tell he's barely containing 
himself. 


"| figured we can get a bigger deposit back when we move out if we improve the place with new additions." 
"| can see that. With the lights on, this place isn't half bad," Chris glances around the apartment. 


"With the lights on?" Stone asks. 


"Yeah. | only get to see this place at night," Chris delivers casually and | almost swallow my eyeballs, even 
though Im sure he's just seeing how far he can push this under the pretext of a joke. 


"You never come to my place at night.." Well, Stone is obviously into it at least. 
"Just because you've never caught me.." 


"What are you doing here?" | whisper to Chris after a little while, when Stone leaves us two for a heated 


discussion with Eva about whether we should have sweet or salty popcorn 
"Im Stone's plus one" 

"Did you tell him?!" 

"Wow, do you actually think lm that stupid?” 

"Is that a rhetorical question?" 


"You weren't going to invite me to a friends movie night so | had to take matters into my own hands and asked 


him what he's doing tonight and he told me I'm welcome to tag along." 


"| wasn't going to invite you because for all my roommates know, you and | have talked like twice in our lives," 
| start explaining myself as if Chris was actually mad at me. Thing is, of course | would have invited him if it 
was just about what | want. Because | want him to be here and | want to have a group of people that | call 


friends and | want them to be friends with each other. But | put myself in this situation and thats what | 


have to work with now. 


Anyway, ultimately this is what works best. | don't need to trick myself into thinking that Chris and | are gonna 
have this magical love story but | also don't need to worry about him not loving me enough, because we're 
just friends, and friends support and care for each other above all else. Even if | did end up liking him more 
than | anticipate, it was me who said | don't want it to be a thing and tell people about it and all that stuff. So 
that's how it's gonna be. And honestly, it's just easier to be friends, and feel like we care about each other 
regardless of how long this arrangement of ours lasts. When we stop sneaking around and sleeping with each 
other, we can still be friends. 


| brought some wine," Eva's friend Aimee lifts two bottle as if to support her statement. Which reminds me... 


‘Oh, guys! My grandma sent me some of her homemade wine!" | leave Chris for the fridge and pull out a 


couple of bottles of my own 

"Your grandma makes wine?" 

"She does and it is delicious!" Gwen answers enthusiastically. 

"She sent you that in the mail?" 

"Yeah." 

"Is that legal?" Mike asks. 

| don't think you're technically allowed to do that, nope.. A stupid rule is not gonna stop her though." 
‘Law. It's the law, not just a rule." 

"Tell it to my grandma" 

"So that's where you get your outlawliness from," Aimee chuckles. 


"Absolutely. But she's way more purk rock than me. She used to have a rug made out of her dead dog. She 
knew a taxidermy enthusiast who wasn't quite skilled enough for that task." | explain. 


"What about your grandfather?" 


"Apparently he used to be a sward swallower and an asshole, which to me seems vaguely connected. Also a 
doctor, like my grandma. But | never got to personally meet him before he got stabbed to death a few years 
ago." As | utter the last sentence maybe a tad too enthusiastically, | see Mark walk in through the apartment 
door and lock eyes with me immediately, sporting a pointedly alarmed look. 


"Are you serious?" | look at Lizzy when she asks, looking genuinely horrified. 


"Oh yeah, very much so." 

"Well, your family sounds..interesting?" Aimee observes. 
"Yeah, my mom's side's always had a strong weird gene." 
"So this is your maternal grandmother's wine?" 
"Uh-huh." 

"Is she in DC?" 


"Yeah. That is honestly the one bad thing about me living here. | wish | could see her more often. Really, | miss 


using the Christmas season as a pretext to drink mulled wine with her every other day." 

"You didn't go to DC for Christmas?" 

"Nah." 

"How come?" 

"Well, | went there in spring because it's cheaper. Airfare can be so expensive around the end of the year." 
"Tell me about it..." 


"Yeah. Plus if | miss days of work, that makes it even more expensive. Maybe next year.." | add, more to 


myself than anyone else. 


"So | see you invited Mr Chest tonight," Mark springs up by my side a minute later as | gather all of the 


glasses and mug we have. 


"Don't be jealous. There's a certain charm in your twelve year old boy physique as well. To some, anyway. And 
speaking of, where is Kristi?" 


"| personally find his shirtlessnes to be contrived and if you don't, its about time you start saying your last 
goodbyes to your brain cells," he smirks at me and grabs one of the cups | already filled, bringing it to his 
nose to sniff it. "She's getting off work right about now, don't worry, Novak" 


lm not worried, although | do hope she has some pepper spray on her. Anyway, | didn't invite him, Stone did” 


"Oh, so we're pretending nothing's happening. Gotcha," Mark grins at me tapping the side of his nose, and | nod 
at him appreciatively as he toasts me with his cup. 


"So how was your first day of cleaning tapes at Muzak?" | ask echoing Mark's words when he told me that he 
got a job the other day. 


"Fabulous. The cleaning liquid fumes really help you get through it." 
x 
"And now she's started spreading rumours about Jeff being a sexual predator," Stone goggles his eyes at me. 


"Is he?" Kat asks while squeezing past us and when Stone asks what makes her think he'd know, she just gives 


him a shrug and a certain kind of look 

"Oh fuck you, Katie!" He tries to sound angry although his voice comes out tinted with laughter. 

"Wait a second, have you heard the story of how Gwen and | went grocery shopping a couple of weeks ago?" 
"As thrilling as that preview sounds~" 

"Shut up," | cut him off and he mumbles ‘sorry, Eva with a comically scared expression. "We didn't know that 


Heather works at that particular store because we never go there. Well, turns out she was working that that 


particular afternoon’ 
"Oh no." 

"Oh yeah 

"What did she do?!" 


l'm about to recount what happened but my breath catches as | start thinking about it. "Well, she..wouldn't 


accept our coupon for coffee.” 
"Wow, brutal," Stone grimaces. "Sounds exactly the batshit crazy level of her though: 
"And then she yelled at us and called us bitches. 

"Yep, sounds exactly like sweet Heather: 


"So was she always acting like that?" | can't believe anyone would put up with that, not even my dim witted 


co-worker Jeff. 


"Not around Jeff, no," Stone answers the question that | didn't even ask out loud. "But she would snap at people 


and always acts as if she can never be wrong. | don't know, she never struck me as a very personable human, 


if you will believe." 

"So you must be overjoyed?" | bring the end of the sentence up, although l'm not really asking. 

‘lm happy for Jeff, of course. He finally realised that he needs to cut Heather out of his life," Stone snips his 
fingers like scissors. "Plus, | have no doubt it'll make your life easier too. It was just such a toxic environment 
to be working in with her hanging around all the time." 

"You know, about that, | never thanked you for tipping me off about Raison" 

"No, you have not," Stone puffs out his chest. 

"Well that was because you're an asshole and were only looking out for your own plans and schemes.” 

"Hey, Eva, do you not love having this amazingly flexible schedule? So you can be a scientist on the side?" 
"Excuse you, l'm a full time scientist, barista on the side." 

"Either way.. You're welcome," Stone's face slowly splits into a grin. "How's that going, anyway?" 

"Well, | just signed up for a speaking event a month from now because apparently | hate myself” 

"Not a big fan of public speaking?" 

"Not in the least bit, no." 


"Well, let me know if you want someone to come cheer for you." 


"Not that kind of event, Stone." | slowly shake my head and then drift away from him when | see Aimee 


looking at me. 


"So | got two tickets for February 25th Seattle SuperSonics versus Sacramento Kings. Please tell me you're 


free that day," she adds hopefully. 
"What day of the week?" 

"Saturday" 

"You know what, | think | can make it work" Aimee and | keep trying to hang out but one of us | always busy. 
lIl admit, it's usually me, but Ive just had a pretty tough end of first semester. It should get a little better 


from now on. And anyway, | wouldn't miss a game where l'm a fan of both teams - California by nature, 


Seattle by nurture. 


Before too long, we're all getting comfortable on our corner couch, some blanket and pillows on the floor 
serving as more seating, and Lizzy is popping the tape into our VCR player. We're barely fifteen minutes into 
Big when Kat lifts a finger. 


"Shh!" She pierces her gaze straight through the apartment door, as if she has X-ray vision. 
"What?" Stone whispers, then Kat meows, and slowly leaves the apartment. 


It is amazing how people's faces give away the amount of time they spend with Kat - some of them are 
staring at the spot where she just disappeared into the hallway, then glancing at each other, frowning as if the 
girl just dropped her pants and took a dump on the living room floor, while the rest of us don't bat an eye. 


"Is that normal?" Aimee glances around looking visibly concerned. 
"The cat is out," Mark is the one to answer. 
"Kat? Yeah, where did she go?" Sean asks. 


"The neighbour's cat. One of the neighbours has a cat that loves to walk down the hallways sometimes. And 
our Kat loves feeding that cat," | explain as | make my way towards the fridge, to see if we have anything we 


can give to it. No point in trying to fight her weird rubbing off on me at this point.. 


I'm actually a certified cat whisperer," | hear someone mumble and when | glance back | see Chris dart out 


into the hallway, closing the door behind him. 


"Who's tuna is this?" | look at my two remaining roommates and they both say ‘probably mine’. "Can | give 
some to the cat?" | ask and ‘sure’ is what | hear in unison again. 


| pick up a forkful of fish and head for the door while a couple of people are getting up to either pee or get 
more food or something like that. Careful not to splash around too much of the stinky juice, | slowly twist the 
handle and walk out into the hallway and my word die out before even reaching my throat. For a split second | 
was getting confused because | almost thought that Kat and Chris were some random couple and | was about 
to turn around and look for the real ones on the other end of the hallway. What got me so started is the way 
they're standing together, facing each other, but kind of at angle; so close that Chris’ entire arm is snaked 
around Kat's lower back and she holds the cat in her arms; and then he craned his neck and kissed her on the 


side of her head.? 


The door behind me slams with a muffled thud, making me flinch and glance back behind me. When | turn back 
around, Kat and Chris are both staring at me and now they're practically leaning against opposite walls of the 


hall 


| got some tuna for the cat," | lift the fork, my eye alternating between looking at either one of them. It takes 


them a moment, but they start walking towards me. 


What the fuck?. 


* eK 


| spend the entirety of the movie with my eyes glued to the TV screen so that | wouldn't accidentally glance 
at either Kat or Eva. Even though last time | looked in Kat's direction she was fully committing to acting as if 
nothing was going on. But still, the one thing this girl fears in life is her roommates finding out about us. And 
also showing vulnerability, being co-dependent, being hated by everyone around her, failing, and existing in close 
proximity to earwigs. Anyway, I'm not about to look at either one of them the wrong way and give Eva any 


more reasons to believe whatever she may have thought when she walked in on us is true. 


Thing is, of all scenarios we could have possibly been playing out, it was the most innocent one. | was telling Kat 
| liked her grandma's wine and the few stories I've heard about her - because that's what | think and | 
thought she'd enjoy knowing that - and then | gave her the most platonic kiss-As a matter of fact, it felt a 


little weird, like she's my little niece..and I'm her aunt somehow. 


So I've decided the safest thing to do is nothing. Be as humanly passive as | can. For the sake of everyone's 
wellbeing. As soon as the movie ends, most people get up to stretch their legs, and | see Kat dart for the 
bathroom, leaving a couple of others lining up at the door. | turn around in the middle of the apartment to find 
Eva staring at me, which prompts me to make my way for the little dead end of a nook around the corner 
from the bathroom. Lizzy gave permission to smoke out the window above the loveseat they have jammed in 
there, but only if we do it no more than two people at a time. 


"You know, | have to say | didn't expect to see you here," | make out a female voice over the music that 
someone started blasting throughout the apartment. | can hear it because its so close to me, just around the 
corner, waiting outside the bathroom. 

"Why?" Mike responds to Kristine's statement. 


"Well because Mel said you were disappearing on Gwen" 


| don't think it's the first time I'm telling you this but I'll say it again - you have to stop listening to my kid 


sister.” 
"So you weren't?" 
‘Maybe | was, maybe | wasn't. Maybe it was unintentional. l'm busy, you know. We're about to get signed." 


Eugh. Who talks like that? Maybe / was, maybe | wasn't.. What a clown. Kat told me a little bit about how he 
completely checked out for two weeks and then Gwen got drunk and called him, talking gibberish until they 
agreed to get coffee together. How obnoxious. If you're gonna disappear, just say so and be on your merry 


fucking way. It's dumb that Gwen puts up with all that drama from him. 


"Hm. | thought the lone wolf in you won in the end. | see that's not the case." 

"You mean, pit bull in me?" 

"Exactly!" Kristi chortles at Mike's. joke? "So you're in for the long run then?" 

"| don't know, we'll see," he continues talking like a fucking film noir detective. 

"Why not then?" 

‘| didn't say no 

"You also didn't say yes. Uh oh, trouble in paradise? Maybe in bed paradise?" Kristi draws. 

"Trouble in bed? Why would there be trouble in bedl?" 

"Chill out, l'm just joking..." 

Just then, | see Kat zip past everyone and disappear on the other side of the room, possibly in her own 
bedroom, | can't see that side of the place. | wonder if Eva is going to say anything to her when everyone 
leaves. | would pay some money to see Kat be in that situation Not because | want to see her suffer, no! | 
just have a feeling I'd hear some entertaining tall tales. There's just no way she'd ever admit the truth to Eva 
Contemplating all that, | light a cigarette and push the window open just enough for the smoke to be sucked 
out into the night. 

"Oh, there you are," Kristi is standing right in front of me all of a sudden. 

"Ta daa?" 

"Ive been wanting to talk to you about something." 

To me?" 

"Actually, you and Kat both." 

"We already know all about being safe." 

"Ha," she rolls her eyes. "We need to agree on a schedule." 


"A schedule?" 


"You just gonna repeat everything | say?" 


| don't know what it is about Kristine, but I'm a little afraid of her. Not that | see her a lot in general, but I've 
only ever witnessed her laugh once. That's not normal. Kat always makes it sound like Mark is funny, but with 
someone like that around | don't think there can be a lot of humour involved. She reminds me of my mom, 
actually. That's what it is. 

"| don't want you dropping down my skylight whenever you please. | need to know when it's gonna happen 
"Uh, okay.." She's only been at home once to see me sneak out in the morning like a cheap prostitute. Usually 
it's either just Mark or no one at all. But that having been said, | don't blame her. It's her privacy that's at 
stake. 

"You know, just so there's no surprises." 

"Sure." 

"By no means am | trying to give you a hint that you need to cut it out.” 

"You're not?" 

"No. | want to help you guys. | want to be friendly.’ 

"Thanks, Friar Lawrence." 

"Who?" 

"You don't know what happens in Romeo and Juliet, do you?" | blurt out. 

"Now | understand how you two ended up together." Kristine rolls her eyes yet again 


"What?" 


"Never mind. Whether you two end up in a double suicide or not, lets figure out a schedule sooner rather 


than later, okay? | love my Sunday mornings so avoid those, please." 
"Or | could come over for pancakes?" 


‘Only if you're making them." There it is, she almost laughs to accompany her joke, but no, nothing comes out 


and she walks away. 


"Just a sec!" Gwen shouts out at someone over her shoulder as she makes her way towards me. "Oh Jesus, 
you scared mel” She flinches when she finally turns her head around and almost trips over my outstretched 


legs. 


"I tend to have a similar effect on many people tonight” 


"Really?" Her face splits into a confused yet genuinely curious grin before she gets on her knees and hoves 


her arm under the loveseat. 


"Yeah, everyone's surprised to see me, it's starting to get a little offensive actually," | joke keeping my eyes on 


the back of Gwen's head. 

"Surprise is not necessarily a bad thing," she mumbles glancing up at me and the one thing that comes to my 
mind is that | could get used to seeing her in that position very easily. And she's wearing red tonight too; it's 
just a big sweater, but that colour makes her glow. 

"So... How's it going? How are things? What the fuck are you doing down there?" 

"Getting this," she finally gets up and sits down next to me, holding a big bar of chocolate. 


"| don't mean to ask stupid questions, but why do you keep your chocolate under a couch?" 


“Truly, what a silly thing to ask," she teases me. "I have to hide it because otherwise someone always eats all 


of my chocolate. And by someone | mean Lukin, of course." 

‘OF course." | echo, not completely understanding why that's a given 
"You saw nothing though," Gwen shoots playful sparks out her eyes. 
"You trust me?" 

"Should | not?" 

"You should" 


"Well then | do," she bats her lashes at me in a totally flirtatious way. "I trust you, Chris. With one of the 


most important secrets of my life’ 
"Oh stop it, you're gonna make me cry" 

‘Will some chocolate help?" She holds out a couple of squares broken off the whole bar. 

"You're so friendly tonight, what happened?" | smirk at her as | take the chocolate and pop it in my mouth 


lm always friendly," she springs up to her feet, biting down on a piece herself. "There's two whole chocolate 
bars and a half of a third one under there," he points at where she was just sitting. "If any of that goes 


missing, you'll be my prime suspect." 
"Suspect? | thought you're a politician, not a detective?" 


"| figure | should practice my lawyer bit in case anything from my college years ever comes back to haunt my 


career and | can defend myself in court" 
Love it when you talk dirty, is what | almost say. "Smart move, detective," is what | say. 


"You don't have to tell me that, pumpkin head,” Gwen flashes me a toothy grin and leaves me chuckling to 


myself a little too loudly. 


Just the way she smiles at you, that alone is worth ten guys like Mike. Nothing personal, he's just kind of a 


douche and she could be Miss Universe if she wanted to. 


24. The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Molotov cocktails, 
and other recipes for disaster 


PREVIOUSLY. Mike and Gwen meet up for coffee and he says nothing about what he overheard, thinking that 
Gwen's actions speak louder than words and there's no way she's not satisfied in any way at all; instead, he makes 
up a lie about not wanting fo attend dance classes with her anymore and she buys it; Lizzy organised a movie night 
for the GEEKs and some friends; although not invited by Kat, Chris shows up with Stone; Eva feels like finally she'll 
be able to spend more time with friends and makes plans to see a basketball game with her friend Aimee in a few 
weeks; in the midst of catching up with friends, she inadvertently walks in on Kat and Chris looking suspiciously 
affectionate towards each other; Chris ponders Gwer's relationship choices, prompted by overhearing Kristine and 
Mike talk about it; he talks to Gwen herself, of course saying nothing about the matter, and realises that his 
attraction towards her has not gone away. 


"Don't think | didn't see what | saw," | narrow my eyes at Kat and a dumb smile splits her face. 


She managed to avoid me last night - and it was obvious that she was avoiding me, which further confirmed 


my suspicion that something's going on - but now I've cornered her eating my snacks on the couch. 
"What?" 

"What are you doing?" 

"What do you mean, what am | doing? Im eating roasted salted almonds. 

"Didnt he just have a crush on Gwen?" 

Kat shuffles uncomfortably and | can tell there's more to it than meets the eye. "Who?" 

"Chris!" 

"We're just friends, relax." 

"So | didn't see you be all touchy feely with my own two eyes?" 


"I wasn't being touchy feely with your eyes- Okay, you saw whatever you did, but it's not what it looks like... 
Wow, that's a phrase | never thought I'd say...” 


"What does that mean?" 


"Means we've talked about it and we both agree that we want this to be a.. You know, a friendly thing.” 


"What exactly does this friendliness entail?" 


"Okay, so it's like.. We do..it's more like..it's just a little bit of fun, | guess?" She mumbles with a complete lack 
of confidence. "It's the perfect compromise. We all know I'm emotionally dead and my heart's nothing but a 


piece of coal, and this thing we have is harmless. We're..very friendly. And it's been going just fine.” 
"Been going?! How long have you been hiding this?” 


Kat presses her lips together tightly and widens her eyes in an expression of regret about what she just 
revealed. "He's been coming over sometimes in the past month or so...” 


"Coming over!? You mean, here?" | point at the floor. "How did | not know?? | live on the other side of your 


bedroom wall! Do Gwen and Lizzy know?!" 
"No!" 
"What the hell, Kat? How hasn't anyone seen Chris come in or out?" 


"Because l'm not an idiot. Besides, Gwen's always out doing something, Lizzy tends to stay in her bedroom when 
she's home. Or more accurately, her bed. Although lately she usually leaves in the morning and doesn't come 
back until dinner time, because without Gwen Lizzy has no business hanging around the apartment alone either. 


And plus she was in New York for a while. And you have your own stuff going on too, so...” 


| didn't realize until now how little time the four of us have been spending together lately, but it's true. It was 
Lizzy's idea to have that movie night yesterday and she mentioned something about missing hanging out with 
everyone, but | didn't really think much of it. But it really is true. We all got caught up in our own lives. It's 
like I've been too busy to notice that myself, because it feels like I'm always either at Raison or in the lab, and 


its also true that when | get home all | want to do is just eat and go to my room, and chill and just be alone. 


Now | feel bad for Kat. It seemed like having people around was good for her, | think she's been way happier 
lately than before the summer started. Mark was hanging out at our place all the time before Kristi moved in 
with him. And now turns out Kat is so lonely she's gotten herself into this friends with benefits thing with 


Chris. That's sure a good way to make me feel like a horrible friend. 


And what's his deal, anyway? He so had a thing for Gwen, just like all the other guys around her. But she's 
unavailable, so he's settling for Kat? That's definitely so unlike her, too. She'd always lecture me on my shitty 
choice in guys and once expressed her strong opinion against me doing exactly what she's doing now. And sure 
enough, that ended horribly, because its impossible to not get feelings involved in that. Why is she even doing 
this? She can do so much better. 


"So because you're lonely you decided to get a fuck buddy?" My concern erupts in an angry yelp.. 


‘I'm not lonely," she snorts. "See, | didn't want anyone to know because | didn't want this to be a thing. | don't 
need you guys analysing and diagnosing me. This is not a big deal and | like it just the way it is." 


| hesitate before speaking again, because Kat and | don't really talk about stuff like that very often. But l'm 


sure she knows | care, a lot. "What if you get hurt?" 
"| won't." 
"How do you know?" 


"Because | know exactly what this is to me. Obviously we like each other some, but we're not committing to 
anything apart from being friends." 


"You sound like Mike." 
"Yeah, but in this case both me and Chris are Mike so it works." 


What the hell is wrong with my roommates? Can Gwen and Kat not see how these guys are toying with them? 
And at some point they're bound to get bored, and then what? And they're musicians no less! The worst kind! 


"Eva, you have to swear to me you won't tell anyone," Kat puts the bag of almonds down and gets up from 
the couch. 


"Okay. But you have to swear to me you'll end it with Chris" 

"What the fuck." She wrinkles her nose and | shrug defensively 

"It was worth a shot, Okay, | won't tell anyone about you and Chris—" 

"Shhh!" She glares at me holding a finger over her lips. "Don't even speak his name in this house. 


| roll my eyes, swallowing down oh so many things | have to say about this. "Fine. You know it can't go on for 


long though. You know relationships like that don't last" 
"OF course | do. Thats why, above all, we're friends’ 
"Sure. So what, he's your best buddy now?" 

"Don't be jealous’ 

"| can't believe you didnt tell me," a pout curls my lips. 


"It's because this is nothing," Kat whines. "I'm just having a stroke, it'll pass." 


| leave for work, not feeling completely satisfied with my interrogation | just can't believe this! She's being so 
facetious about it, but we both know that this is so unlike her. It usually takes a lot of warming up before she 
deems any guy worthy of her time and efforts. Or rather she usually assumes that guys only show interest 
in her because they think she's easy - which is ridiculous! - so it takes a while for her to make some sort of 
substantial connection with them and feel like she can let her guards down. So either she actually has feelings 


for Chris but won't admit it, or..she's mentally insane, it happened finally. 
"Hey, John," | greet my manager as | walk into Raison but he doesn't answer; he's just staring down at the 
counter. When | walk around it, | see that he's actually staring at a piece of paper with some writings on it. 


"What's up?" 


"Uh," he inhales sharply, finally returning to this plain of existence. "|.am not sure how to put it into words," 
he slides the paper towards me. 


| start skimming over it and pretty soon I'm sure my face starts looking exactly as perplexed as John's. "What 


the..shit?" 
"You can say fuck, its okay." 


"What the fuckl? Who wrote this?" | wave the piece of paper containing complaints about horrible service, 
poisonous food and drinks, threatening to unleash health code inspections onto the café, and promising to let 
the whole city know how awful this place is. 


"You wanna have a guess?" 


"| don't know.." | pull my shoulders into a shrug, racking my brain, but | can't think of anyone. Sure, sometimes 


we have some jerk customer come in and cause a scene, but never anything remotely elaborate as this. 


"Heather," John snorts and slowly bobs his head. "She left this in my mailbox this morning, actually. How 


considerate." 
| just stand there gaping at him in disbelief. No fucking way. "Do you think she'll actually...” 


"Don't worry about it, she has no power over anything. Well except maybe pushing me down a flight of stairs 
since we live in the same building.” 


"IFs just so ridiculous. Just because Jeff broke up with her, she threatens to ruin your business?" 
"Well, who of us doesn't have a crazy ex..” 


As far as l'm aware, | don't, but | don't bother saying it out loud. This is ridiculous. | can't believe anyone could 


be in a relationship with a person like her, seriously, not even Jeff. | don't know what he was thinking. | just 


hope she doesn’t show up here during my shift, because | can't handle any more of other people's stupid 


drama and secrets. 


* ** 
Mark walks into the bathroom while I'm doing my makeup in the mirror above the sink, and for a moment I'm 


about to yell at him to not pee while I'm in there. But he doesn't do it this time, he just stops behind me and 


stares at my reflected face 

"What?" 

"Nothing," he rests his chin on my shoulder. "What is that for?" 

"What's what for?" 

"The little pincer tool thingy?" 

"Those are tweezers," | bite down my tongue. How a grown man can be so out of touch with the female 
population is a mystery to me. | mean, all men are kinda slow and don't notice a lot of things. So | guess maybe 


that's to be expected.. "To tweeze my eyebrows." 


"Interesting. Do you think | need to tweeze mine?" He runs his index finger along his left eyebrow, now looking 
at himself in the mirror. 


"Why on earth would you do that?" 
"To make myself prettier, obviously. I'm tired of being the Quasimodo in this relationship." 
He draws a big smile out of me. Mark's way of complimenting me is really bizarre sometimes, but at least he 


compliments me at all. That didn't use to be the case. He's learning. Good. Now if | could get him to treat me to 


a nice dinner once in a while, get me flowers at least once a month, and shave more often, that would be even 


better. 

"What are you thinking about?" 

‘| don't know.. Why?" | glance at him sideways. 

"You were smiling but then your eyes narrowed as if you're plotting a triple murder.” 
"l'm applying my mascara, Mark!" | exhale a laugh. "I don't want it to get in my eyes." 


"Ohh, that makes sense. Good thinking," he flashes me the biggest grin. 


| finish my makeup a minute later and walk out of the bathroom, and only then | hear him pee, flush, and wash 
his hands. Wow, he really is changing. 


"When do you get off work today?" | ask him from the bedroom, collecting my purse and some things that 
need to be in it. | shoot a glance at the clock by the bed - | do know he has a little over an hour before he 


has to go into work. 
"Six. Why?" 


"What do you mean, why?" | reappear in the living room and look at him. "We live together, we're supposed to 


know stuff like that." 
"Or is it just that you like me and will be thinking about me the whole day?" Mark gives me a shit eating grin 


"I have things far more important to think about. Like my job, for example," a smile slips through regardless. 


"Anyway, | have to go." 


‘| wonder what's for breakfast," Mark casts a glance at the door, obviously meaning ‘what's for breakfast at 
the neighbours place’. 


"Fried eggs," a third voice answers behind us. Of course, it's Monday and | did tell Chris and Katie that Monday 
mornings are good for their sneaking around. | always try to either schedule work related meetings over 
breakfast or eat out with friends on Monday mornings. It's the most productive way to start the week, 
without it being too intense. "Annnd I'm out," Chris darts past us and out the door while mumbling ‘have a good 


one’. 


"Oh, good! And this time | can bring my own eggs to the party," Mark has already made his way into the 
kitchen, then | hear the fridge door close. "Somehow that sounds wrong..." 


Great. He's always wanting to hang out at their place, and it's fine, if I'm there too, but | don't like him spending 
alone time with Katie. It's not like l'm paranoid that they are going to rip their clothes off and have sex.. 
actually, it's pretty difficult just trying to imagine that in my head. But anyway, cheating starts with emotional 
infidelity. And the more time they spend together, the closer they become, and the more intimate the 


relationship gets. 

Honestly, its just weird for a guy who's in a relationship to have other close female friends. It's weird and 
that's it. | should be his closest female friend. It's fine if he has guy friends that he shares and talks about 
everything, but opposite sex friendships can never truly last as just platonic friendships. 


"Hey, how about we go have breakfast together?" | blurt out, already standing in my shoes and coat. 


"What, at geek's place?" 


"No," | click my tongue, just to refrain from rolling my eyes. "Out, to a food establishment.” 

"Didn't you have a meeting or something?" 

"Yeah, but | can move things around, for you." 

In all honesty, | was supposed to meet up with Mel and our friend Jess. Not or a specific reason, just to catch 
up on all the gossip and such. But | am sure they'll understand when | tell them that | didn't show up because 
my plans changed. 

"Um, okay, yeah, cool," Mark stares at me, bobbing his head. "Quick question, do you think | should shower?" 
"When's the last time you showered?" 

"Yesterday morning.” 

"Mark, yes!" | flip my hair out of my face impatiently. "You have five minutes. l'll be downstairs." 

As | get to the ground floor, a pack of cigarettes and a lighter already in hand, | see Cornell emerge from the 
basement, putting on a beanie as he does. Weird. Or actually..this is the perfect opportunity for me to get 
some useful information out of him. 

"You do laundry here now?" | efficiently get his attention and wait for him to catch up with me at the door. 


"Desperate times.." He bares his teeth in a smile. 


"So how come you two lovebirds don't want to go public?" | don't beat around the bush; I've asked Mark about 


them but he wasn't of much help. He was mostly interested in making fun of Chris' performance style. 
"The missus is ashamed of me." 

"Kat ashamed of you? How so?" | almost laugh my words out. 

| don't know if its my place to distribute this information. 


"Aren't you in it just as much as she is?" | point out. "Plus, I'm one of only two people she's trusted with this: 


Chris' eyebrows knit together as if he's about to say something, but he lightly shakes his head, effectively 
shaking off that expression. "Kat and | are friends," is all he says. 


What? That doesn't make any sense. He probably means they used to be friends and now they've become 
romantically involved but in case it doesn't work out, they don't want to jeopardise their friendship. Kind of like 


taking a car for a test run. Yeah, case in point, men and women are not meant to be friends. 


"| don't think there's a better way to test a relationship than going all in. Hiding it is only going to make it more 


complicated." 


‘Funny, that's the exact opposite of what Kat always says. Anyway, we're not testing it, we know exactly what 
it is." 


"What do you mean? Then why are you sneaking around?" 

"Kat's roommates are..very opinionated about certain things. I'm pretty sure some of them would definitely tell 
her to end it with me. If they knew what's going on. They're very protective of each other and its simpler if 
they don't know." 

"What, do they not approve of you?" | raise my eyebrows. "They hate you so much?" 

"Come on, Kristine, you know how it is," he smirks at me as | exhale a cloud of smoke. 

"| don't think | do?" 

"Come on, everyone wants to see their friends be in a loving relationship. Isn't that in the girl code or 
something? They don't want to see Kat with some guy who will use her and leave her..or that's what they 
think. It wouldn't matter that Kat and | are friends." 

Wait a second.. Use her... Friends.. Friends who use each other? Is that what it is?. They're not secretly in love 
with each other, they just want to fuck sometimes!? And I've been relying on that to keep Kat away from 
Mark? Ugh, | can't believe this is real life. 

* * 

"And you're not going to tell me where we're going?" Gwen asks, putting on the seatbelt. 

"Nope." 

"What's with the mystery?" 

"Just wanted to surprise you," | shrug. 

All | told Gwen was that we're going out and that she should wear that red dress she wore to a bar once 
before Christmas. What she doesn't know is that | reserved a table for us at Il Terrazzo Carmine, which has 


all of the components for a romantic night, except for a bedroom. Gwen loves Italian food and wine almost as 
much as she loves dressing up and being treated like she's royalty. 


So we'll have dinner, while listening to live music that they have going on there, maybe even hear a Latin tune 
or two, if | can help it. | have to say, taking those dance classes was a blast and gave me an invaluable skill... 
l'm actually pretty bummed | had to lie about not wanting to do it anymore. Anyway, l'm sure they'll play 
something we can have a little romantic dance to, and the slower, the better. The lighting in the restaurant is 
a part of it all too; its dimmed all the way down to how my parents would have it in their bedroom every 
time they made love, so you know it works. And of course, | made sure we get a table for two, but with both 


chairs on the same side, so that there's nothing between us. 

But the best part about tonight is going to be the post-dinner fun in a hotel room that | booked for us. That's 
right, a hotel, not a motel. Gwen is going to be on cloud nine by that point, she'll be completely relaxed and able 
to enjoy herself like she never has before. 

| listen to her talk about the weird variety of customers at Rock Candy, which | match with stories about the 
weird variety of musc show goers. Luckily she's too preoccupied with our conversation so when | finally park 
the car and we get out, | see pure, genuine surprise in her face. 

"Are you serious?” 

"If I'm going to take you to an Italian restaurant, | have to take you to the best in town 

"And the most expensive one. You know, I'm a very simple girl.” 


"Good one," | snort out a laugh. "You're anything but simple." 


"l'Il take that as a compliment and completely ignore your double entendre," she smiles at me as we walk inside 


and are greeted by the host. 
"Good evening and welcome to Il Terrazzo Carmine. | will be your waiter tonight," a short, dark guy utters 
through extremely thick accent a moment after we take our seats. "How are you doing today, signorina e 


signor?" 


"Sto bene, grazie! E tu?" Gwen dazzles him with a million dollar smile. | feel her whole body perk up at the 


chance to practice her languages in real life..and to be all charming and flirty. 
"Ah, parla italiano, signorina?" 

"Conosco un po' di italiano. lo parlo spagnolo molto meglio." 

"Il tuo italiano è molto buono! Pero estoy fuera de práctica del español." 


‘Ohhh anda ya, eres italiano o no? El italiano y el español son lenguas hermanas. Esta prácticamente en tu 


sangre!" 


"No puedo discutir contigo en eso," this scarecrow of a guy goes on, practically undressing Gwen with his eyes. 


What the fuck is going on? "Mi sangre no se puede enfriar, ni siquiera por esta frigida ciudad" 
"Entonces es por eso que estas aqui? Italia es demasiado caliente para ti?" 
"No, al reves..." 


"Um, food," | speak up loudly and slowly, looking at him, while Gwen is laughing at whatever the hell he just said. 


"Can you..bring us..some..food?" 
"Of course, signor. Can | start you off with some wine?" This bastard has the nerve to smirk at me. 


"Mike, cariño, are you getting jealous?" Gwen shoots gleeful sparks out of her eyes once we're done ordering 


and the quy leaves us alone. 

guy 
"Jealous? Me? Have you met me?" 
"Well, you could have fooled me." 


"Anyway, l'm the one who gets to spend the night with you, so if anything, that clown is the one who should 


be jealous." 


"You know, you really surprised me this time. And unlike your surprises in the past, this one is actually a very 


enjoyable one," she quips and | can't help but laugh under my breath, 

"Good. l.l felt like you deserve this kind of treatment way more” 

"| do really appreciate you putting in an effort. Showing me that you're not just wasting my time 

"Id be an idiot if | was because Id be losing at least five months myself" 

"Five months seems like such a short amount of time, and yet, the seasons have changed twice already" 
"sit?" 

"What?" 

"A short amount of time?" | reiterate. 

"OF course!" 


"Well that's the longest I've ever dated anyone...” 


"Seriously?" Gwen's face slips into a somewhat confused smile. 

"Yeah, you knew that." 

| knew that none of your relationships lasted very long, but | was imagining more like a year or so..” 

"Well. surprise!?" | crack us both up. 

"You know, that actually makes me feel special. | don't know if it sounds dumb or not, but it's a nice thought" 


"You are special, gorgeous," | sink my fingers into her hair, pushing it back, and lean in for a kiss, which she 


gladly reciprocates. 


| don't know how to explain it, but | feel differently about Gwen than all the other girls in the past. | feel like | 
can trust her and like she actually cares about me. I've never been much of a monogamous relationship kind of 
guy, but I've also never been this excited about any one person before. So yeah, she is special. She's 


captivating. 
The dinner goes just as | planned, with only minor interruptions caused by our midget waiter when he brings 
out our food. But even then, it's just an excuse for me to put my hand on Gwen's thigh and touch her hair 


while he's serving us. And actually, | think she's really into it too. She wants me to act like she's mine. 


‘| am stuffed," Gwen sighs while picking up a piece of breaded eggplant and feeding it to me. "This place is so 
rice, Mike. You've really impressed me tonight” 


"Good, good. But the night is still young." And will be dedicated for hot sex in a Jacuzzi once we get to the 
hotel. 


"Anything else, signorina e signor?" Our waiter comes back to pester us some more but before | can ask for 


the check and dismiss him, Gwen asks for another glass of wine. Okay, another glass won't take too long. 
"Feeling a little adventurous tonight, huh?" | smirk at her. 
"What? Wine is healthy for you," she grins and gets up from her chair. "| need to use the restroom." 


| do the same and when | walk out through the door with a little stick man on it again, | nearly bump into 


Gwen. And no wonder, this little dead end hallway has barely enough space for the two restroom doors as it is. 
"Fancy running into you here," | push her up against the wall and kiss her senseless. Fuck Maybe it wouldn't be 
such a bad idea to cut this dinner outing short and head to the hotel room. Or even better, have a little 
intermission in the bathroom and then go back to wine. And then go to the hotel. 


"Mmk... Mike.." It takes Gwen a couple tries to break the kiss. 


"What?" | ask innocently and instead of saying anything she glances down with a pointed look. "What?!" | laugh. 
"Control yourself, Mike." 

| can't! Plus, would you really want me to?" | smirk. 

"We're at a restaurant,” she giggles. 

"Well maybe we should leave then" 

"| still have a glass of wine to drink" 

We go back to our table where Gwen starts working on her third glass of wine, and pretty soon | start getting 
antsy. And horny. Really horny. All | can do is keep my hand on her thigh, running my fingers up and down, 
while all | really want is just have her right now. | want to do her in the bathroom and | want that stupid 
waiter to be standing on the other side of the door and listening to me making her moan. That's it, it's been 
fifteen minutes... 

"Do you want more wine or can we go?" 

"What's the rush?" 

"No rush...” 

"We haven't had dessert yet" 

| thought you're stuffed?" 

"| always have room for tiramisu." 


“That's..fair enough." 


We order dessert, we eat it, then, another thirty or so excruciating minutes later, we go out onto the terrace 


to have a cigarette. 

“That's it, all that eating and drinking wore me out," Gwen sighs, exhaling a cloud of smoke. 
"But we've only just begun!" 

"Really? You have more tricks up your sleve?" 


"| did have some physical exercise planned out for after dinner," | fiddle with her coat button. 


"What kind? Jogging or swimming?" 

"You think you're so funny.” 

"I know l'm so funny," she corrects me. 

"Well, miss Hilarious, it's the kind of exercise you need a king sized bed for." 

"Oh? And where are you planning on getting one from?" 

"You mean, just the bed? So | didn't need to book a whole room?" 

"You..booked a room?" Gwen is visibly fighting the urge to cringe. 

"At a rice hotel,” | quickly add and watch her expression charge. "It has a hot tub, too." 

"A hot tub!? But | didn't bring my bathing suit” 

"IFs in our private room. Which means no clothing is necessary," | lean closer, speaking barely above a whisper. 
"Well you are just full of surprises tonight, aren't you?" 

* 

"We need to get those shirts A S A P," Stone intonates. "What are we going to sell at our gigs?" 


"We still need to get rid of the old ones anyway. You still got some in boxes, right, Andy?" He looks at me while 
petting Lucy's head so absentmindedly that she actually seems a little annoyed. 


"Uh, there's not much left. But | can sign a bunch of plain shirts and they can be our new merch!" | cackle, 


trying to dispel the tension in the room. 

Really, it's neither less nor more serious than it sounds - we were working with Heather to get cheaper prices 
of materials and design printing. And now that Jeff broke up with her - surprise surprise - she's holding all of 
our merch hostage. That's what prompted this emergency band meeting, with half the members running so 
late they're missing the whole thing. 

"Couldn't you have waited to dump her after we got out stuff back?" 

"Dude," Jeff snarls at Stone. 


"Sorry, okay, | was just joking. Obviously," my guitarist raises his arms defensively. 


"Look, Jeffrey, my friend, you're going about this the wrong way," | slowly nod at him from my recliner. 


"fm going the wrong way about this!? She's spreading false rumours and refusing to talk to me, claiming she 


doesn't feel safe around me...and I'm the one who's doing something wrong?!" 
"Not what | mean.." Okay, that won't work. We need to figure this out quick, before Jeff loses his mind 
completely and we have to look for a new bass player. And that would be an impossible mission because we'd 


need him to be able to jump at least two thirds as high as Jeff. 


"What if you tell her you want to get back together?" Stone blurts, earning himself another glare from our 
friend. 


"Are you fucking serious right now?!" 

"I know, it hurts me just as much to even offer it.. Took you long enough to get rid of her." 

"Hey!" Jeff roars. "Stop being such a fucking dick, Stone!" 

"Wait a second, | thought Heather was the villain here!?" 

"You're not helping at all though!” 

"Fine, don't get back with h-" 

"Wait a second, Stoney! | think you're onto something!" | point a finger at him. 

"Andy, not you t-" 

"We need to tranquilize her first," | cut Jeff off without waiting for him to finish whatever irrelevant thought 


and make me forget what | was going to say. "Don't approach her with questions about the shirts. Instead, tell 


her you want to..part as friends!" 

"What?" Both Jeff and Stone gape at me. 

Picture this," | draw an imaginary rainbow with my hands. "She's so angry and blames you for everything, but 
what if you tell her you want to see her because you feel..so bad about how you ended things. Just apologise 
for everything, you know, that kinda stuff" 


“Apologise for what?" 


"For whatever she thinks you're guilty of." 


lm not apologising for allegedly controlling her life and forbidding her from seeing her friends! | never did that 
and | will not humour this shit." 


"Well doesn't matter about the apologising, but just meet up with her someplace public and let her vent while 
nodding at everything she says. Just agree with stuff, let her get things off her chest. And then once she's 
calmed down, ask her about the shirts. But as an afterthought," | explain as Stone gradually starts nodding his 
head. 


"No way. She won't see me, she said so herself." 


"Well, take her out for coffee, there will be loads of people around so she can't get out of it by saying she's 
afraid of being alone with you." 


‘Or alcohol. Buy her the strongest cocktail on the menu," Stone suggests. 
"The only kind of cocktail | want to buy for her is a Molotov.’ 


"Jeffrey!" Stone gasps while clutching at his heart. "Anyway, she legally cannot do this, right? We paid money 
for these shirts." 


"It would cost more to sue her than to get all of our merch printed all over again." 


We continue discussing different tactics to retrieve our stolen shirts and a little while later my ears catch the 


sound of jangling keys and the front door being opened, followed by two voices. 

"What's up, bone boys?" Chris pokes his head into the living room. 

"Nothing much, just plotting and scheming," | grin. 

"l'm all ears," the rest of his body follows him into the room and stops between my recliner and the couch. 

| quickly bring him and Xana, who's now standing in the doorway, up to speed on where the whole story with 
Heather is at right now. Chris stares at the carpet, scratching his chin as he does, evidently unable to conjure 
up a solution for this ridiculous mess. 

"I know," | say. "This is like Jeopardy!, except with zero the fun 

“Simple, I'll call her and tell her I'm taking her out for drinks at Unicorn so she can get a break from all this 
negative bullshit, and suggest that she should let you come get your stupid ass shirts while she's not home so 


she doesn't have to see your dumb fucking face," Xana explains the plan to Jeff in one breath and walks out of 


the room after telling him she'll let him know when that's happening. This is why | love this woman. 


| don't even get a hello kiss? Feminism has ruined heterosexual relationships!" | holler after her, cracking 


myself up. 
"Shh, my love," Chris rubs his fingers on my mouth while patting my face all over. "We don't need her." 


"Annnd they don't need us here," Stone gets up and motions for Jeff to follow him out. 


25. look who the Kat dragged in 


PREVIOUSLY: Eva confronts Kat and finds out she's been secretly seeing Chris for a few weeks; Kat makes her 
swear she won't fell anyone and Eva reluctantly agrees, but she still expresses her opposing feelings on the matter 
and points out that this kind of relationshp is very likely fo crash and burn sooner rather than later; Kristi and 
Mark are enjoying an idyllic morning but when he sets out to have breakfast at the geek's place, she quickly comes 
up with a pretext to keep him away from there because, due to her past experiences of being cheated on, she is 
still suspicious of his friendshp with Kat; her paranoia is only fuelled by what she finds out about Kat and Chris' 
relationship from Cornell himself, Mike takes Gwen out on a fancy dinner date with the intention of proving (more 
so fo himself than her) that there's no one better in bed than him by the end of the night; she still says nothing 
about her evaluation of his past performances; Andy, Stone, and Jeff brainstorm together to figure out a way fo 
get their MLB merch back from Heather; Jeff has no hang ups about the breakup but she is doing everything in 
her power to get back at him. 


"To be fair, a huge factor in me mistaking Iggy Pop for a homeless person was his haircut at the time," Kat 
slides a tray of cupcakes into the oven and comes over to the couch, leaving a pile of dirty dishes in the sink 
"It looked super greasy and probably smelly. But then again, his hair might always look like that in person for 
all | know’ 

"It probably does" 

"You're probably right! 

"You didn't go up to him, did you?" 

"PEt duh" 

"Why not?" 

"| don't want to be yet another ‘lim your biggest fan’ that they have to listen to. 

"What about you having a moment with someone you look up to?" 

"You know what they say about meeting your heroes. 

"Do you really think that? Why would you look up to someone who's actually an asshole then?" 


"| don't know.." She shrugs. "I feel like it can get old and annoying." 


"You mean for the famous person? They're probably used to it.. They probably even expect it to some 


degree." 


"Not a good enough excuse. | just prefer to not bother people." 

"I whole heartedly agree." 

"Then why are you arguing with me, Arm?!" 

"Because its fun!" | grin at Kat as she goggles at me. "How are the cupcakes doing?" 

"Literally just put them in the oven forty seconds ago." 

"So what you're saying is..they're not done yet?" She sighs ad shakes her head, although l'm pretty sure that's 
not meant to be an answer but rather a vague acknowledgement of my question. "Why do you like baking so 
much?" 

"Haven't you asked me this before? It's relaxing." 

"You seemed pretty far from relaxed when you thought your persimmon caramel wasn't gonna turn out" 
"IFs relaxing in a stressful way," she doesn't miss a beat. 

"Explain 

"| love the creative process, | love thinking up new recipes and then trying them.” 


"So thats what it is when you mumble flavour and food words to yourself randomly." 


"and | also really enjoy feeding people, especially something that they might not usually eat because it's kind of 
a treat. So..at the end of the day, if | baked something good, | can relax." 


Hm" 
"What?" 

"Nothing," | shrug with an accompanying expression of nonchalance. 
"What?" 

"You can't help it, can you?" 

"Can't help what?" 


"You know, being this bizarre ray of sunshine,’ | grimace at her and she mirrors my contorted expression 


back. 


"You are completely misinterpreting my dark and mysterious vibe." 


"| mean..you do talk a lot about really dark shit sometimes... Serial killer who's nice to people before slashing 


their throats?" 
"What on earth makes you instantly think I'd go that route?" 

"Why not?" 

"Far too much blood! Besides, everyone knows icicles make the best murder weapons” 


As we're both cackling in amusement, the apartment door opens, but instead of one of Kat's roommates, Kristi 


walks in. 

| thought | heard your voice," she looks at me. 

"Really? You didn't mistake it for a thousand angels singing?" 

"Or a thousand dogs barking. How's it going, Kat?" 

"Not awful. How are you? Getting home from work?" 

"Yeah, it's been a long day. You two are alone here?" Kristi glances around. 

"Yeah. Eva should be back soon though," Kat says, glancing at the clock. "Why?" 

‘It's just..unusual. Feels like an empty Full House set. Anyway.. So Chris never really hangs out here, does he?" 
"Not really," Kat mumbles. 


"Just out of curiosity, do you ever spend the night at his place?" Kristi goes on interrogating, and | have to 
say l'm a little curious to know why she's so invested in Kat's life suddenly. 


"My roommates would literally call the FBI if | didn't turn up by | am" 
"Hm. Mark, you're coming?" Kristi opens the door again, and | feel like that wasn't so much a question 
"But the cupcakes..." 


lll set aside a few for you both..but | won't deliver them to your door, because l'm incapable of goodness,” 


Kat adds, prompting me to give her the ‘I don't knowww' kind of smile. 


"Oh? What kind of cupcakes?" Kristi asks from the doorway. 

"Persimmon caramel filled, coconut whipped cream topped" 

"I hate persimmons, they taste like sweet cucumber." 

"Okay... 

"Not a big fan of coconut either." 

We go back to our apartment..which still sounds weird. It's much cooler in here without an oven full of baked 
goods, but there's another source of coldness. Kristi doesn't look at me as she goes about her business, but it 
doesn't seem like the distracted kind of distance. It's like she is intentionally avoiding me. | ask her about an 
annoying client for whom she does taxes, one she usually loves bitching about, but all | get is one sentence 
answer. And it gets worse, like when | ask her what she wants to do for dinner, all she says is ‘don't care’. It 
must be something really bad, because she didn't even add an /before don't care! 

"Are you okay?" | give in and ask when she walks out of the bathroom. 

"l'm fine." 

"Are you sure?" 

"I-Never mind, it's fine." 

‘Oh now you're just teasing me!" | laugh out and Kristi rolls her bright eyes with a sigh. 


"|. just think its pretty cruel of you to hang out with Kat so much." 


Whatever she said flies right over my head, and it takes me another minute to realise that | really don't 
understand that string of words. "Wait, what?" 


"You're leading the poor girl on, Mark." 
"What girl again?" 
"Kat. You're leading Kat on" 


"And by ‘leading her on’ you mean..." | trail off, nodding for her to finish that sentence because l'm honestly 
lost. 


"The only known definition of leading someone on, Mark," she clicks her tongue and does that snake-like head 


tremble thing that she does. "She's clearly into you and you're just giving her hope." 


“Again..wait, what?" 

‘Kat's into you." 

‘Im flattered?" Kat? Into me? | let out a hearty laugh and just shrug at Kristi. 
"You don't see it?" 

"Nol" | snort. 


"Well, there are little signs galore. Trust me, | know it when | see it. She probably doesn't mean anything by it, 
but it's still not cool of you to do this to her.” 


"And..how exactly do | do it?" 
"First off, you spend one on one time with her, which to a girl says that you're interested in her." 
"Okay..." | really don't think that's what's going on there, but l'm willing to hear her out.. 


"She keeps bring up your inside jokes," Kristi encases the last two words in air quotes. "Because they make her 


feel like she's special to you." 
"Mhm..." Kat is funny around me because..she wants to be my special friend.. Yeah, okay. 


"She tells you everything because she wants your relationship to be that deep and intimate, and you're always 


there to listen to her." 
"It would have been weird if she'd started smuggling Chris Cornell through my apartment without telling me." 
"You know I'm not just talking about that. You know about her way more than you do about her roommates." 


"Well, yeah, but that's how friendships work. | would also consider Steve to be a better and closer friend to me 
than..than Jeff or something. Never close enough though.." | sigh dreamily just to see Kristi roll her eyes at 


me. Sometimes | think she's jealous of Steve above everyone else..and who could blame her. 


She's got a point though..not about Kat being helplessly in love with me, but about Kat being a pretty close 
friend..so | guess maybe I'm the one who's got a point. Anyway, | never really thought about it, but ever since 
she moved in across the hall we fell into this very convenient friendship, and at this point if she moved out or 
if she just went away completely and | never saw her again, it would be very, very weird. Now how do | explain 
that to Kristine.. Or rather, how do | prove to her that Kat isn't head over heels in love with me.. 


"This is ridiculous," | whine out. 


"What part of it exactly?" 

"The first and the rest of it. Kat's not into me and I'm not leading her on" 

"If you don't believe me, ask her." 

"What? This is dumb." 

"Stay away and see how she reacts then She'll start making up reasons to accidentally run into you." 
"Are we betting money on this?" 

"Mark, I'm serious." 

"| just don't understand what you want me to do?" 

"You could not hang out with her alone. If she's your friend." 

‘| mean.is that what you want me to do?" 

‘Im not going to tell you what to do, it's up to you to figure out what you're supposed to do." 
* * * 


"I feel like she dislikes me.just ‘cause. | mean, there's so many things to dislike me for, just pick one. Pick ter! 


Why make anything up?" 
"Maybe Mark said something about you," Chris suggests between sips of coffee. 


"| don't think he dislikes me.." | shrug hesitantly, glancing out the café window, wondering if Mark does indeed 
talk shit about me to Kristi. | hope he doesn't. | hope my feelings of comradery aren't unrequited, 


"Maybe she's jealous?" 

"OF what?!" 

"Mark? Your hair? Me? Could be anything, really. 

"She did compliment my hair colour once.." | mumble. "Why would she be jealous of anyone? It doesnt make 


sense. She just moved in with Mark and he never complains about her, which is a big deal for Mark. He loves 


to bitch about people. Primarily about people that he thinks are idiots...” 


"Does he talk about me much?" Chris asks, looking only very mildly interested in the answer, but fully 


committing to our banter. 

"Some." 

"Maybe Kristine thinks you're out to seduce Mark" 

“Seducel?" | bust out laughing. "Yes of course, | am, after all, the most cunning of all femme fatales." 

"You seduced me." 

lll have to buy you a dictionary sometime. What | did to you is say ‘sure’ and shrug at the very most" 
"Okay, maybe she thinks /m out to seduce Mark?" 

"She's probably sick of you sneaking out through their place and blames me for it" 

"And rightly sol" Chris grins at me. 

I'm never really sure why it bothers me when people don't like me for no apparent reason. It's some sort of 
weird sense of fairness in me that's thrown off by it. And just lately I've been noticing this ever so slightly 
hostile energy radiating from Kristine. Like she's not openly rude or anything like that, but it's like there's an 
unpleasant undertone in her words when she talks to me. Like | did something wrong to her, but not so wrong 
that she'd confront me about it. Just something tactless, something in poor taste. And it feels totally uncalled 
for. 


"If it makes you feel any better, | don't think she likes me much either." 


"You drag me down to your gigolo level and that's supposed to make me feel better?" | quip with a quirk of my 


eyebrow, making Chris chuckle. 

"I take it you're getting ready to write a check out for me for all the overdue payments then?" 

"Hm, | wonder if gigolo is necessarily a paid performer. Can | borrow that dictionary once | get it for you?" 

"tll think about it" 

"So what's up with your band?" | don't really know Chris‘ band mates; I've had about two or three 
conversations and a car ride with Kim but thats about it. And yet, | always ask about them. And Chris always 


seems down To talk about them. 


"Hiro won't stop buying jazz albums." 


"You say that as if it's a bad thing...” 


"It is if you're trying to be in a rock band. Its like he's completely disinterested in writing - and sometimes 


even playing - music with us." 

"Write some jazz songs for the next album?" 

"Then Kim will quit. He has no patience for jazz" 

"Interesting collection of characters you got there." 

"He's mentioned leaving the band a couple of times actually." 

"He hates Hiro's love for jazz that much?" 

‘| mean Hiro. Hiro's mentioned the possibility of finding something more in the realm of his passions." 

"Ouch. It's like telling your significant other you're thinking of breaking up, but then sticking around anyway.’ 
"Nailed it right on the head," Chris nods, making his dark curls bounce around lazily, looking down into his now 
empty cup. "And alternatively, we don't want to even think of looking for anyone else. Kind of like letting your 
goldfish float belly-up in the tank after its been dead for a couple of days." 


"I hope it all works out okay. That would suck if you all broke up." 


"Because you're such a big fan of Soundgarden?" Chris narrows his eyes at me, painting a baffled smile across 


my lips. 

"Sure | am..." 

"Then how come you don't have Ultramega OK in your records collection?" 

"Because | spend all my money on coffee?" | attempt, gesturing at our cups on the table. 
"Fake fan." 

‘| only sleep with you so that | could brag about it to people." 

"False. You don't tell anyone about me." 

‘Only because | want to make sure they're friends with me for me." 


"What are these sick mind games you're playing here." 


"Thanks for meeting up with me," | say after I'm done laughing at his indignation. "Now that I'm out of college 


and have no essays to procrastinate writing, | don't know what to do with my time." 

"My pleasure, buddy," Chris reaches across the table, smiling, and tugs at my fingers. 

"And l'm sorry | forgot to bring you a cupcake." 

"You did whatl?" He lets out a dramatic gasp. 

"Yeah, with persimmon caramel." 

| don't know what the fuck that is but sounds fancy and | want it" 

"Are you busy tonight? You could come over... 

"Wow, Katie, just say what you really mean. You don't need to use cupcakes as a pretext, you sly thing.” 
"Never mind.” 


"| was thinking about catching some live music tonight, but it's not set in stone. And tomorrow is our allowance 
morning, isn't it?" He asks, meaning Kristi has given us permission to sneak Chris out on Saturday mornings 


because she's usually at work by the time we get around to it. 


‘Oh, well that's pretty bold of you to assume l'm asking you to stay the night just because | offered some 
cupcakes. Unbelievable. Get your head out of the gutter!" 


* * * 


The bus suddenly jerks, makes a metallic screeching sound, and the engine goes out, revealing a sudden silence. 
Great. | glance at my wristwatch - | still have a good amount of time before my hair appointment, but 
hopefully this doesn't delay me too much. Box braids take a long time, and I've had a long day at Fairmont. l'm 
about ready to get some food and spend the rest of the night on the couch watching TV; preferably 
something romantic. A couple of minutes later, after several attempts to start the engine back on, the driver 
announces that we're gonna have to switch busses from here on. Free of charge, of course, he adds. | 
practically sprinted across the hotel lobby and out to the bus stop, just to catch this one, and now it just had 
to break down not even three stops later. Ugh. 


| get off the bus along with about ten other people, and we all slowly make our way to the nearest bus stop. 
I's starting to snow again as | impatiently wait for the next ride, shifting from one foot to another, in hopes 
of keeping myself warm. And finally, about five minutes later - although it feels like hours - number 27 shows 


up. 


| get on the bus and take a window seat, but the driver is in no hurry to start moving. | guess he's trying to 
stay true to the schedule. | glance out the window and quickly take a double look because | wasn't expecting to 
see what | did. Or rather, who | did. On the other side of the street, in a brightly illuminated café window, | 
recognise two familiar profiles - Kat and Chris Cornell. | think | noticed them because of how enthusiastically 
she's gesturing her arms about. | never realised she's friends with Chris. | mean, | guess we're all friends, but 
| always saw him as more of an acquaintance, to all of us. I'm pretty sure he had a crush on Gwen briefly - 
who doesn't?? - but that was a while ago, plus she is with Mike, and so that was that. Or maybe Kat and 
Chris struck up a friendship when Stone brought him to our movie night? | wish | wasn't already on the bus 


that's about to start moving any second now, | would have gone to say hi to them. 

Hours later, | get off at a stop about half a block away from home. Its coming down in chunks now, although it 
feels slightly too warm for snow so most of the snowflakes melt immediately upon landing. | make my hurried 
way towards our building entrance, but before | reach it, something catches my eye - looks just like Chris’ 
black BMW parked right across the street. Actually, it is his - | recognise the license plate. He must have 
given Kat a ride home. And Eva's car is here too. Looks like it's going to be full house tonight! 

| push the building door open with my entire body and exhale a sigh of relief at the familiar, slightly fermented 
scent of our hallway - it means I'm almost home. l'm done with work, done with my hair, bring on the weekend. 
| wonder if they're all planning on getting something for dinner together... Or maybe they already got 
something? Ugh, I'm starving! | impatiently fish a bundle of keys out of my bag and practically leap into the 
apartment, but..there's no one there. At least no one in the living room. Mark's place, maybe? 

"Hey, Lizzy," Gwen pops out of her bedroom, poking her arms through her fuzzy bathrobe sleeves as she does. 
"Where is everyone?" 

"Who's everyone?" She quirks her eyebrows while filling up a pot with water. 

"Kat, Chris, Eva?" 

"Chris?" Gwen sounds confused. 

"Yeah. | saw his car outside just now." 

"What makes you think he'd be at our place?" 

"Well, | saw him and Kat at a café a few hours ago." 


"You saw them together?" 


"Yeah," | nod at Gwen, whose interest seems to have just been peaked. "I was on my way to my hair 


appointment," | explain, dragging a beanie off my head. "And | saw them inside a coffee shop.” 


"Well | haven't seen him tonight. Maybe he's at Mark's place." 

"When did you get home?" 

"About fifteen minutes ago, probably. | picked Eva up after work and we went straight home." 
"Did you see Kat?" 


"Yeah, right about when we came home, she took a whole pot of tea into her room and said she's gonna listen 


to some music and go to bed early tonight. | guess she's in one of her moods..." 

"Is she okay?" One of her moods usually means Kat becomes reclusive, takes a lot of naps, and has some 
amount of alcohol with just about every meal. And | know she doesn't think | notice - | don't think she knows 
anyone notices - but | do, all of us do. And weirdly enough, lately | haven't witnessed anything like that. | guess 
maybe she's just tired today, maybe she didn't get a good night's sleep or just feels exhausted from work. 

"I think so. She didn't seem down or anything, just tired," Gwen confirms my thoughts without me voicing them. 
"You know how boys are," she perks up all of a sudden, with a bright chuckle. "If Kat doesn't feel like putting up 
with Mark and Chris' nonsense tonight, she'll do anything to get out of it. And who could blame her?" 

"Hm, | guess | just didn't realise that Chris is a part of our social circle." 

"| mean, we know him, so..." 

"Yeah, but | never realised he's so friendly with Kat that they meet up one on one. And honestly, | never 
realised that Mark is friends with him. If anything, I've heard Mark make fun of Chris a few times behind his 
back." 


"That, my dear, is how men interpret friendship. It's a pretty intense concept to wrap their heads around when 
they only have the emotional range of a pastry fork" 


"When you're right, you're right!" | laugh. "You in the mood for a movie? Maybe Eva and Kat could use 
watching something too?" 


"Sorry, | can't. | was about to call my mom. And Eva's got some studying to do tonight." 
"| never see any of you guys anymore," | blurt out. 


"We'll do something tomorrow. Brunch?" 


"lll hold you to itl" 


"By the way, your hair.." Gwen pours the hot water over a bowl with instant ramen noodles. "Gorgeous. | have 
two blouses that are going to look stunning with that. Think Blondie, but edgier, sexier, and less Caucasian" 


She disappears in her bedroom again, leaving me alone in the dimly lit living room. | change into my comfy 
clothes, look inside the fridge three times, and decide tonight's a night for ordering in. | ask both Gwen and Eva 
if they want anything - which they do - and then move on to knock on Kat's bedroom door. 


"Hello, Elizabeth," she pokes her head out through the door, only opening it wide enough for her neck while the 
rest of her body is in the bedroom. 


"Hey, I'm about to order some Chinese food. Anything you'd like to add to the list?" | wave an actual list of 
things l'm supposed to ask for. 


"Um.." She holds on to the door so tightly that her knuckles are turning white. "Can you give me a sec?" She 
disappears in her room and comes back out probably a minute later. But this time, she steps out, closing the 
door behind her completely. 


"Are you feeling okay?" 


"Yeah..yeah! Just tired How about a couple of servings of spring rolls with sweet and sour sauce? I'll probably 
have some leftovers for tomorrow..." She adds with a shrug. 


"Sure. You wanna watch a movie with me tonight?" 

"l'm never watching Dirty Dancing again, how many times do | have to tell you?" 
"| wasn't planning on watching it!" | protest as Kat laughs at her own words. 

"I think l'm just gonna stuff my face and go to bed. | feel pretty beat up today..." 


"Okay, well I'll let you know when the food gets here. Oh, by the way, | didn't know you're friends with Chris 


Cornell?" 
"Uh..who?" Kats expression immediately changes. 
"Chris... | saw you two hanging out at that coffee place today." 


"Ohh, yeah, Chris Correll..well, | mean, you know..you know him too, right? | ran into him and stopped to say hi, 
since we all know him. | didn't want to give a bad name to our household” 


"So is he here now?" 


"Here?! Why would he be herel?" 


‘| mean, at Mark's place? | saw his car outside.."| explain slowly, watching Kat's wide eyes. 
"Oh, yeah. He mentioned something about meeting up with Mark. Sure." 

"Are you sure you're okay? You seem very..distracted.." 

"Tired. Dog-tired. That's all." 

"Okay then, I'll let you get some rest." 


"Yeah, thanks. And thanks for ordering the food, Lizzy! And | love your hair, I'll want to touch it tomorrow!" 


She disappears in her room with a big grin on her face. 


* * 

8:30. And | can't sleep anymore because of how goddamn cold it is. Seems like it's been raining and snowing the 
whole night, and it's like it all goes right through these flimsy walls. So now | can't stop thinking about taking a 
long, hot bubble bath. Yeah, | think I'll do that. But | should start my laundry before that, | guess. As much as 
| don't want to go downstairs. This pile of alcohol drenched work clothes is starting to stink up the whole room 
though, so laundry at 8:30 in the morning on a Saturday it is. 

| get out of bed, put my life-saving bathrobe on, grab my things, and head out of the apartment. 

"What are you doing up this early on a Saturday?" Mark's eyes narrow in on me in the hallway. 

| could ask you the same." 

"Believe it or not, I'm heading to work early because of how cold it is in the apartment" 

Kristine doesn't keep you warm?" 


"Yeah, unfortunately she left for work too before | could make a blanket out of her skin” 


"It is really fucking cold though, isn't it?" | ask after - to my own horror - laughing at Mark's words. | guess 


he's been growing on me. 
"Do you think they'd reimburse us if we woke up with a gangrene infection one morning?" 
"l'm gonna start a bonfire in the middle of our living room before that ever happens," | assure him. 


"Is way too damp and mouldy in here, nothing will catch fire." 


"lll get one of those metal trash cans." 
"Now that's a plan" 


"Have a good one," | smile at him as we reach the ground floor and he turns to the exit; but before going out, 


he glances at me with a scowl. 

‘lm going to work. You don't have to rub it in my face, geez" 

Its not my fault if he hates his day job. Although that's not an entirely unfamiliar feeling to me. I'm starting 
to feel like I'm just wasting time working at Rock Candy. Sure, it pays my bills, buys me food and clothes, all 
that kinda stuff. But | should really start saving money, for bigger things, for important things. Plus, | want to 
do something that requires more skill than measuring ounces of alcohol. As fun as my job is, its nearing an 
expiration date. 

| shove my clothes into a washing mashine, start it, and head back upstairs. When | reach our floor, my eyes 
immediately fixate on a figure walking out of one of the apartments. Mark's apartment, actually. I'd guess 
either him or Kristine must have come back to get something they forgot, but this person looks nothing like 
either one of them. For starters, this person has long, dark hair pulled back into a ponytail... 

"Chris?" 

"Hi, Gwen," he flinches, just ever so slightly, closing the door behind him. 

"What are you doing here?" | ask, suddenly aggressively aware of the fact that | have no makeup on, | haven't 
brushed my hair, and I'm wearing my pyjamas underneath this robe. Then again, it's just Chris. As far as I'm 
concerned, he's just a slightly different version of Mark, aka. not someone l'm trying to impress. 

"Um... What do you mean?" 

"Are you breaking into Mark's apartment?" 

"Pft no, l'm leaving Mark's apartment." 

"Did you spend the night?" | exhale a confused laugh. 


"Why would | spend the night at Mark Arm's!?" Chris barks out a laugh. 


"| don't know," | eye him tentatively. Something is up. | don't know what it is, but something just doesn't feel 
right. "Your car showed up in front of the building last night and now | catch you on your walk of shame. | 
can't help but assume. | mean, where else would you have spent the night." 


Long pause. He stares at me, but | can't tell what's going through his mind. It's a blank, distracted stare. "Yes," 
he finally says. "Of course | spent the night at Mark's. But don't tell anyone, especially not Stone... 


"So did you do too many drugs last night and pass out?" 
"Hah yeah, you know how that goes.." Chris smiles sheepishly, but I'm onto him. 


"Trick question! | know you don't do any drugs. Other than pot, of course, but surely you're not twelve years 
old, you wouldn't pass out from that." 


"How do you know?" He looks genuinely horrified by being busted. 
"Kat told me." 
"Kat talks about me?.. | mean, Kat told you..that about me?." 


"Yeah, she mentioned it a little while ago. After the movie night." How interesting. The way he reacted to me 
bringing up Kat..something is definitely up. 


"Oh. Yeah..yeah, you got me, | don't do drugs." 

"So you were just watching Mark and Kristine do drugs then? Speaking of, | need to borrow some milk for my 
morning coffee." | eagerly look at their apartment door, stretching out my arm to knock, while fully aware 
that we have two different kinds of milk in our own fridge. 


"Dorit! 


"Excuse me?" | freeze and then slowly retract my hand. Oh, this is fun. For once l'm genuinely glad l'm awake 


this early. 

"Mark just got into the shower. He won't hear you. And Kristine is at work." 

"Hm. | have no desire to see Mark wearing nothing but a towel, so | guess I'm having black coffee.." NOT! Why 
is Chris lying to me? "Oh, did you all go to that show last night?" | spin my index finger in the air, pretending 


to be trying to remember something, while in reality there's no show. "I forget who was playing." 


"Yeah, yeah, | did. It was pretty cool. Cat Butt," he adds and when | stare at him with my mouth open, before | 
remember to close it, he further explains, "the band that was playing. Cat Butt." 


Little does he know, | wasn't gaping at him because | don't know who Cat Butt are, but because none of these 
stories add up. But | don't want to give away what I've figured out so far, so | don't call him out. 


"That's right. Lizzy wanted to go but she had a hair appointment," | offer a half assed explanation for bringing 
it up. 


"She didn't miss anything special. Just your usual drunken shenanigans." 

"Don't | know it” 

"That's right, you get to see that a lot at work, don't you?" 

"Enough to last me several lifetimes. Drunk people are fun to have around though." 


"Really? How so?" Chris straightens up a little, as if freed from the threat of me catching him doing something 
he's not supposed to. 


"They're just always so nice. They give the best compliments and they're really great listeners too. 
"Maybe most truthful compliments. Which aren't always exactly compliments," Chris smiles wryly. 
"Alcohol a truth serum 

"And you like that?" He squints at me. 

‘Not when Im the one filled to the brim with it! 

'So..you don't like telling the truth then?" 


"You're putting words into my mouth. | always speak the truth, | don't need alcohol for it. Whereas some people 


are only honest after a few shots." 


And for some, even that doesn't do it. Lately I've been sensing a different vibe from Mike; | don't think he's 
hesitant per se, but he's not letting himself go. He's not allowing himself be vulnerable in this relationship. But | 
get it, he's not used to talking about his feelings and things like that take time. | just wish he'd tell me how he 
feels about me, | wish he'd give me something more than 'l like you a lot, because lately, I've been sensing 


that there is something more. 


"| personally always lie when I'm drunk," Chris flashes me a grin. "I can't have people knowing what really goes 


on up there," he points a finger at his own temple. 


"We often try to hide our feelings from the people that really deserve to know them the most," | blurt out, 
still thinking about Mike. Although I'm starting to think there's a lot that Chris and Kat aren't saying too. And 
just for the heck of it, | bring her up again. "Take Kat, for example. She often tries to distance herself from 
people, but when she gets the right amount of drunk, she's like a kitten. She loves people and she shows it, but 


only when she's had some truth serum." 


"She really does," he lets out an amused chuckle..sounding suspiciously familiar with Kat's sober and drunk alter 
egos. 


It's just so bizarre. How come him and Kat were hanging out last night, but neither of them admits it. And now 
Chris is blatantly lying to me about going to an imaginary show and about imaginary Mark taking an imaginary 
shower. So weird. And what's even weirder is that he's leaving Mark's apartment about fifteen minutes after 
everyone else left. If Chris was hanging out with Mark and Kristi, why would he stay behind in their empty 
place? And why did Kat hide her coffee date from us? 

Surely Mark is in the know about this, why else would-wait.. Wait a second.. There is a way to get into Mark's 
apartment, other than the obvious entrance. We all know that you can open Mark and Kat's skylights from 
outside; that's how they can get into each other's rooms without having to cross the living room, the hallway, 
and the other living room. Kind of like a secret passage. Convenient for sneaking in and out without being seen 
So if he came here last night- 

"Are you okay?" Chris interrupts my revelation 


"Sure. | gotta go," | point a thumb at our apartment door and turn around on my heel. 


"Wow," Kat freezes in the middle of the room, evidently walking out of the bathroom, staring at me when | 
come back in. "Who died?" 


"What?" 

"IFs not even nine on a Saturday morning and you're awake." 

"Oh, shush, you dunce. | was doing laundry. You making some coffee?" 

“About to," she becomes animated again and walks over to the stove. 

"So what did you do last night?" 

Kat turns to me with an exaggerated, confused frown. "Ate spring rolls and slept." 
"I mean before that?" 

"Worked," she simply shrugs. 

"Got any spring rolls left?" 


"I just pooped them out," she nods her head towards the bathroom without missing a beat and | roll my eyes. 


Its not a coincidence. She's consciously covering up seeing Chris last night. And his mess of a story..there'd be 
no end to pointing out everything that doesn't check out there. But it all makes sense now - that's why Kat's 
been floating a foot above the ground lately! And | figured it all out! Sure, Lizzy unwittingly helped some, but | 
connected all the dots! 


"So funny thing happened just now," | pull my lips into a delicious grin, while Kat glances me a vaguely alarmed 
look. "I just ran into your friend out in the hallway...” 


"My friend?" She snorts without looking at me this time. 


"Yeah," But..why are they hiding it? Why are they sneaking around? Why won't she tell me and Lizzy and Eva 
about Chris? 


"What friend?" Kat asks nonchalantly when | don't say anything else. "If its Lukin, tell him | moved to 


Czechoslovakia, will you?" 


"No... It wasn't him. It was..Mark. Heading to work early, if you will believe." Something stops me. She clearly 
doesn't want to share this with us, and who am | to take that right away from her... 


"Wow, right off the bat, today's just gonna be a weird ass day." 


"Yeah..." 


26. eye rolling, Cousins, Lou Reed, and a ride home 


PREVIOUSLY: Mark is hanging out at the GEEKs place while Kat is baking some cupcakes, but their laid back vibe 
gets interrupted when Kristine shows up and ushers Mark home; she fells him that Kat supposedly has a crush on 
him and he's leading her on, which makes him a bad person and a friend because of fuelling Kats hopes; on her way 
to a hair salon, lizzy sees Kat and Chris in a coffee shop and a little while later, when she sees his car outside 
their apartment building, she assumes that Chris is over at their place, only fo have Kat frantically deny any 
affiliations with him; the next morning, Gwen, who's already heard about what Lizzy's seen, senses that somethings 
up and correctly guesses what exactly when she bumps into Chris leaving Mark and Kristis place. 

"Yeah, so that dude tried explaining to me what a dry cap is the other day, and all | could think about was how 
just last week he ordered a vanilla late, got mixed up, took someone's mocha instead and drank it all sitting 
right there," | point at one of the tables. "And didn't say a word about um, | don't know, the fact that there 


were two tablespoons of chocolate syrup in his fucking coffee?!" 


"Oh my gosh, that is ridiculous!" Eva laughs out, shaking her head. "Almost as bad as when this lady ordered 


an Americano and then tried returning it because she thought it's supposed to be café au lait" 


"Hey, guys!" Eva's midget roommate walks into Raison as we're both cackling at some people's stupidity; and | 


mean midget in the most positive way possible, what with her big blue coat and a beanie with a pompom. 
"Hey, Lizzy," Eva waves at her. 

‘Its good to see you two smile!" 

"Why wouldn't we be smiling?" | ask 

"No, | meant smiling while working together. You know, considering how it used to be." 

"Um, what are you talking about? Eva and | have been best buddies from the day we met." 

"Yeah, Lizzy," my co-worker joins me in this charade. “Jeff's like a brother to me. Always has been" 
"You get so weird when you get all jacked up on coffee," Lizzy mumbles through a sigh. 

"Speaking of.." Eva looks at her. 

"Yeah, I'll have a cup to go." 


"Wait, you're not about to charge your roommate, are you?" | turn to Eva when | notice Lizzy taking her 
wallet out. 


| don't wanna get in trouble with a snitch looming over me." 


"ll come back to you implying l'm a snitch later, but she doesn't need to pay. l'm friends with all the poorest 
people in Seattle, also known as musicians," just as | say the last word, | catch Eva perform an impressively 
mastered, discreet roll of her eyes. Huh? "I give out so much free coffee, | wouldn't have the right to stop 


you. Plus, we pour so much of it down the drain every day. I'd rather have someone drink it for free." 
"| know my roommate and she's not getting drip coffee. She'll have..” 


"Sixteen ounce Mexican mocha with two pumps of hazelnut syrup," they both deliver at the same exact time, 


and all | can do is blink at them and chuckle. 

"You still don't have to charge her just because l'm here." 

"Thanks, Jeff!" Lizzy beams at me. 

"So what are you up to for the rest of the day?" | ask her, taking a moment to unload the dishwasher. 

I'm meeting a friend in half an hour. There's this guy that he likes, but he's not sure if the feelings are 
mutual at all. Plus, the guy lives with someone my friend used to date, so it's this whole complicated situation 
now, and he needs emotional support. | don't know why he chose me of all people to be that support though. | 


could not possibly be any more single if | tried” 


"And thats why!" Eva pipes up from behind the espresso machine. "You're the only person he knows who's 


sane enough to not just get with anyone out of desperation!" 


Huh? If | didn't know better, I'd think she's talking about me and Heather. Which would be a low blow. It was 
never desperation, but it turned into force of habit at some point. But Eva wouldn't know anything about that 
whole story. Plus, Lizzy's right, we do get along just fine. Actually, | have to admit, Eva's one of my favourite 
people to work with. She can pick up the slack when needed, when she's closing, she leaves nothing out of place, 
and she's actually pretty fun to work with too. So consequently, we don't bicker anymore. Yeah, nah, no way 


she meant that about me. 
"Are you talking about Gwen and Mike?" Lizzy lowers her voice some. Duhl 


"Yeah, sure, them too. Which, speaking of..balls on the table, how do we feel about them still dating?" Eva puts 
Lizzy's drink in front of her. 


"Gwen's happy so I'm happy." 
"That's not saying much." 


"| mean, he can be a little conceited sometimes...” 


"Conceitedl? He'll treat someone like an inanimate object unless he can get something out of them," Eva clicks 


her tongue impatiently. "I don't know what she sees in him" 


"Well, he's a musician." Lizzy offers, and then there it is again, that eye roll. "Who else did you have in mind? 
Do | know them?" 


‘Oh, pretty damn well." 
Lizzy lets out the biggest gasp, her eyes growing wider. "Did Gwen tell youl?" 


"Tell me what?" Eva squints, and for whatever reason | can't stop listening to their conversation. | mean, | was 


standing right here and they started talking about their secret stuff. Its not my fault. 
"About..Kat;" Lizzy answers after a moment of serious hesitation. 
"You know too!?" 


"Yeah, Gwen.figured it out. But how do you knowl? Did Kat tell you herself?!" Lizzy's practically leaning her 


whole body over the counter. 
"No, | kinda saw them and then | confronted her about it." 
"Why didn't she tell usl?" 


"| guess she didn't think we'd understand. They're not like, fogether, they just have a thing," Eva shrugs, and 
she looks so uncomfortable that now | desperately want to know what they're talking about. But, of course, it's 
not my business, so | keep dealing with the dishes without saying anything. "Hey, you and Gwen don't know 
anything, got it?" 


"Yeah, that's what Gwen said too. | guess it's Kat's right," Lizzy mumbles, obviously unhappy with this group 
decision to not let their roommate know that they know about her secret affair, by the sound of it. And | get 


to listen in on this free of charge. 


"I have to say, he's a hottie and a musician..good on her! It's just a shame that they feel like they have to hide 
their relationship." 


"What relationship, Lizzy? Just because he sings in a band doesn't make him a better, special person. They're 


fuck buddies, that's all." 


"Eval" Lizzy squeals, while my mind is going through all the potential singers their friend is sleeping with. 


| mean, Mark lives in their building..he's a singer..l've seen him and Kat around at gigs and stuff..but he's got a 
live-in girlfriend now. And in all the years I've known him, | never pegged him for a cheater. In fact, I'd be 
shocked if it turned out that he does in fact have the skills to double time girls. 

"What, Lizzy?" 

"Don't say stuff like that. Kat seems really happy and l'm sure he's a good person. Plus, they probably have 
loads in common. | mean, she's kind of a musician too," Lizzy rattles on excitedly and there it is again, the eye 
roll 

So sounds like it's not Mark, I'm sure Lizzy would know whether he's a good person or not by now.. It's still 
very likely someone | do know, but at this point I'm more interested in Eva's physical aversion to one certain 
word in the English language. 

"So what's with that eye roll?" | turn to her after Lizzy leaves a few minutes later. 

"What eye roll?" 

"You roll your eyes every single time someone says the word ‘musician’," annnd she does it again. 

"No, | don't." 

"Yeah, you do. Musician," | repeat and watch her resist the urge..for about three seconds. "You did it again!" 

"| rolled my eyes at you, not at the individual words you said." 

"Because I'm a musician too?" | laugh out right before she slaps my arm. 


“Stop it!" 


"Come on, you have to tell me now. | won't take it personally," | encourage her with a smile cranked all the way 


up to eleven 

"Hts..nothing." 

‘lm pretty sure it's something." 

"Fine. It's that word in a certain context." 
"Which is...?" 


"Guys in bands are stuck up. They think that because there's tons of girls at their shows, they can treat 
them like shit. And honesty a lot of them have zero personality. All they can have a conversation about is 


themselves and their bands, and most of the time it's not even a dialogue at all." 


"Oh," | blink at her like an idiot because | wasn't expecting that strong of a reaction. "I mean.. Yeah, some people 


are totally like that. Not everyone though.” 

"You wouldn't really understand,” she mumbles after a small pause. "I don't care about people making music. | 
mean, | think it's great. | love music. But when it comes to the dating scene here in Seattle, musicians are, 
hands down, the biggest assholes." 

"Well..sounds like you just had some bad experiences. But, | mean." | shrug, not really knowing what to say. | 
guess | can kind of see where she's coming from. But at the same time it feels super unfair. You can't just 
stereotype people like that. 

"You asked" 

"| did." 


"Whatever, I'm just frustrated because my friends are making stupid decisions. And they know how it's all 
going to end, but all | can do is just watch them and be ready to pick up the pieces." 


"Sounds like you're a good friend," | blurt and watch her pull her lips into a small smile. | hesitate before 
opening my moth again, but it just feels like something that needs to be said right now. "Speaking as someone 
who's been on the other side of this battlefield, you have to let them make their own mistakes.’ 

Eva breathes out a barely audible laugh and slowly bobs her head up and down. "I know." 


* %* * 


"Markl | love your band!" A guy with a bleached afro yells at me which, considering he's two feet away, is 


completely unnecessary. "! woulda never guessed you're into this kinda stuff?" 

"Its more of Steve's kind of music," | nod my head at the stage, where the opening act are gathering up their 
gear to make room for The Golf Club, a tribute - or maybe a parody - band for The Gun Club. "But there's 
no one | wouldn't listen to for love." 

"Oh come on, they're not bad at all," he laughs as his friends drag him away, towards the bar. 

"Rude," Lukin materialises at my side. "Mark this, Mark that.. What about the rest of the band?" 


‘| cant help my aggressive charm. And also, maybe if you showered once in a while, that could help.” 


"The pot calling the kettle black," Steve returns with two beers and as agreed, hands one to me. 


As | take my first swig, | realise that Steve had someone follow him to our little group, and that someone has 


auburn hair and is eating a.. 
"What the hell is that, Novak?" 


"This? An avocado, you peasant," she lifts her food with a spoon lodged into its flesh and all | can do is squint 
at her, hoping that some sort of an intelligible answer is on its way. "I just came from work, | didn't have time 
to eat," she adds, completely unfazed by Lukin ruffling her hair. | didn't know she was going to be here, but 


then again, her and Steve both share a very peculiar taste in music. 
"But you had time to get a single avocado?" 


| had it in my bag, Arm. | plan ahead sometimes, okay," she grimaces at me with feigned indignation before 
continuing to eat her snack. Kristine should see this whole scene. Maybe that would help to change her mind 
about Kat being out to seduce me. 


Its been a couple of weeks since she expressed her worries about Kat's infatuation with me, and, conveniently, 
| haven't had a chance to spend much time in my neighbour's immediate vicinity since, which in turn seems to 
make Kristi pretty happy. And | guess | should be happy too, right? All of the things that | thought could go 
wrong once Kristi moved in, didn't. Everything's fine and we still have fun, and sometimes it feels like | actually 
understand her better now. And yeah, sure, sometimes | think about the fact that we live together 
permanently and it freaks me out, but generally, things are going fine. And even her telling me about Kat.. 
that's a good thing, right? Talking about stuff is good and that's what that is. | just feel like a grownup for 
once in my life, and like the person I'm with actually matters this time because it's not just a childish, flippant 
fling. Not that children should ever have flings.. 


Still, it bugs me that Kristi wants me to not be friends with Kat..well, essentially that's what she meant. It 


bugs me because it's absurd. 
"So how's work?" | ask Kat a couple songs into the setlist: 
"Fucking sucks!" She yells over the noise. "What about yours?" 


"The latter!" 


"Sucks?" She laughs at me, although | can't really hear the laughter itself, I'm just assuming looking at her 


face. 


"Yeah! But there's no fucking!" Just as I'm shouting the last sentence, the band finish their song and a few 


people look over here with both confused and amused faces. 


"How's your boy toy?" | ask quieter this time as the singer of the band goes on a rant about the Cramps. 


"I really don't know how you expect me to answer that." 

"Yeah, | didn't really think that through either." Exhibit number one, Kat barely ever refers to Cornell in our 
conversations because it's a personal thing for her, not meant to be bragged about or used as a tool to make 
someone jealous. She's with him because she wants to be with him. "So.. How's your year been so far?" 
"Pretty decent," she shrugs. 

"Elaborate?" 

"Haven't folded under the pressure of existence yet. What about you?" 

| pretend to check my pulse for a moment before answering. "Same." 

Exhibit number two, Kat doesn't laugh at my jokes when she doesn't genuinely think they're funny. She's not 
doing that whole thing where you try to make your crush notice you and send signals by giggling at everything 
they say. 

"| never knew you're into this kind of stuff," | address her again after another song is over. 

"Me neither. Steve asked me to tag along though, and l'm a social butterfly so | had to." 


"Social caterpillar maybe." 


"| did not come here for you and | don't have to listen to your insults," Kat flips her hair, barely missing my 


face. 

"When did he ask you to tag along?" 

"The other day. He dropped by at my work. Why?" 

‘| didn't realise you two are best friends now." 

"Depends on how you measure, but | have at least a few friends better than him." 
“As in like, more special?" 

"What?" 

“Special friends?" 


"What?!" 


"Out of me and Steve, who's a more special friend to you?" 

Kat stares at me for a moment before her eyes avert to the side and as if dragged by her tilted gaze, she 
moves away from me. Exhibit number three..whatever the hell just happened. It's not like you can really 
verbalize why you're friends with anyone or even how most friendships come to be. But this, however you 
describe it, is friendship. Kristi is being ridiculous about this whole thing. Kat is doing absolutely nothing to even 
hint that she feels any kind of way about me. 


A few more songs later, she comes back to where me and Steve are standing, and | can tell from the look on 


her face that she's about to ask something. She tends to look prematurely guilty about things like that. 


"I forgot to tell you, Chris is not staying over this Friday. And no, it's not because he has sudden onset 


impotence or some other stupid joke you were about to make... 

"Oh?" Steve cocks his head and his eyes dart to Kat. "Found yourself a gentleman friend, have you?" 

The look on her face as she stares at me, her mouth agape; | don't think I've ever seen such pure mixture of 
confusion and horror. "You-" Her breath catches. | wonder why Cornell is not staying over. Usually he'll sneak 
out through my apartment two or three times a week, and I've not seen him this week. Did they break up? 
Kat doesn't look upset though. At least | don't think she does. 

"What?" | ask when she doesn't say anything else. 

"You didn't tell Steve?" 

"Was | supposed to? You told me not to tell anyone." 

"You kept a secret from me?" Steve's voice goes up, accompanied by an indignant eye roll. 


"| just assumed." Kat trails off again. 


"That | can't keep a secret?" | suggest an ending to her sentence. Exhibit number four! Right there! She 


automatically assumed that our bond is so non-special that I'd tell Steve all her secrets! 

"No, |..thought married people tell each other everything," she composes herself and motions at me and Steve 
alternately. "Oh did you hear that? Lukin is calling me," pointing a thumb behind her she starts backing away 
and disappears in the crowd. Smooth, Novak, so smooth. lim sure Steve won't notice anything. 


"So... Chris, huh? Any of the ones | know?" 


"Would you believe me if | said it's Christopher Walken?" 


Steve breathes out a somewhat defeated sounding laugh and nods, signalling that he won't compromise my 


integrity by asking any further questions. "Sure." 


| would never publicly admit that this band is not awful, but its definitely acceptable background music. Maybe 
they could start a partnership with Muzak? That's it, that's gonna be my big break. Or maybe | should sell 
this idea to Stone and Jeff, and they can pitch it to Muzak. Either way.. 


| wonder if Kristine will be home already when | get back. | should have asked her to come out with us. Thing 
is, | don't think she likes my friends much, by which | mean she probably can't tolerate them for more than 
five minutes at a time. Which is fine because the people she hangs out with are idiots. But she should still 
give my friends a chance! Ha. | wonder if | should.. Wait, how long has it been? She's said it so many times.. 
it's..what is it? It's the fifth of..May! So it's been..one, two..nine months! Wow. That's enough time to grow a 
baby in someone's body..ew, no. It's been almost a year. What the fuck? And she's still with me and she even 
agreed to move in. Kudos to her. If | was as hot as she is, / would be banging Chris Cornell. But she is with me. 


| should really remember our anniversary next month. | still think it's fucking dumb, who celebrates their 
monthly anniversaries!? Idiots and assholes, that's who. But..it's important to her. | should get something for 
her. Something special and personal..a voodoo set? | don't know where | could get those. A cauldron for her 
potions? Ha, good one, Mark. Wait a second, | should do something for her that we both enjoy! Isn't that the 
whole point of occasions like that? What's something that we're both into.. Or maybe a dinner out would be 
rice? Nah, she's way too picky of an eater. | mentally go through a bunch more things before deciding that 
concert tickets is probably my best bet. 


"So how's the missus?" Steve rocks on his feet a little while later, after the show's over, as we wait for Kat 


to come back from the bathroom. At this point we've given up on finding Lukin. 

"Do you even know how disgusting that sounds?" 

"How's Kristine? Haven't seen her in a while." 

"She's busy. She works a lot. Did you know she makes three times the amount that | do monthly?" 
"Not surprised. Does that bother you?" 

"Nope. My father's DNA in me is shrieking in agony, but | personally don't care." 

"You're enjoying that whole living situation then?" 


"Yeah," | answer short and simple, but with an added shrug. It bugs me that Kristine is paranoid that I'll cheat 


on her, | can't hide from that fact. "Steve, have you ever cheated? Namely on a girl?" 


"Cheated? Uhm.." My bandmate trails off, darting his gaze to the sticky floor of the venue. "Sort of, yeah." 


"Sort of? How do you sort of cheat? Just the tip?" | suggest an option when he seems to be stuck looking for 


words. 
"I kissed someone else..and when you're nineteen, that's a huge fucking deal, you know?" 
"Why did you kiss her?" 


"Well, | was perfectly content in a relationship, but then | met this other girl and all of a sudden | felt like | 


was settling. Does that make sense?" 


Isn't that..pretty much what relationships are? You date different people and then one day you find someone 


you're willing to settle for? | mean, if you're lucky. "Not really, no. Explain?" 

"This other girl | kissed, she could solve a Rubik's Cube in under a minute. Believe it or not, I'd never given 
much thought to the significance of that specific puzzle in a relationship, but when | met her, | knew that that 
was exactly what | was looking for." 

"Your nerd is showing, Steve." 


He swats my hand away as | try to point at his face. "What's with the cheating questions anyway?" 


"Kristines been cheated on and now she treats me like it was me who did it. Like I'm the same guy as all her 


exes." 

"Wait..all of them?" 

"I think so.." 

‘| mean. it's a tough position to be in Just don't cheat, | guess," Steve laughs through a dumb grimace. 
"She also thinks Kat has feelings for me, or something like that" 

He blinks at me and retracts his neck like a turtle. "Doesn't she know about Kat's boyfriend?" 

"He's actually not really her boyfriend. They're just hooking up." 

'So..you also think Kat's into you?" 

"No," | snort at his idiotic question 

"Then why are you pointing out that Kat's not romantically involved with him?" 


"Because that's the truth, why else?" 


"Are you sure she's not into you?" 
‘| haven't personally, explicitly asked her. If that's what you're asking, no." 
"No, I'm asking what you think." 


‘Of course she's not, why would she bel? And if you knew who she's doing the dirty with, you'd have no 


questions about it either." 

"Mark. With every day of our lives, | find you more and more confusing.’ 
"Well, at least you still find me." 

"Yeah," he bobs his head happily. 

* * * 

"You're late." 


"Hello to you too, gorgeous," Mike flashes me a devilish - yet not void of guilt - grin before leaning in to kiss 


me with his hand on my waist. 

"We missed the movie." 

‘Its only been twenty minutes, it's still on," he motions at the movie theatre entrance behind me as | ash my 
cigarette. I'm not really mad at him-but | am a little irritated that | had to wait for him, not knowing where 
the hell he was, so | think | deserve to have a little bit of fun antagonising him over it. 

"We missed twenty minutes of it, whats the point of trying to watch it now. We won't know what's going on." 
‘lm sorry, you know | hate being late." 

"Then why are you late?" 

"Something happened..." 

"What? Is everything okay?" 

"Sean got his nose pierced," Mike starts explaining but it just confuses me. What does Sean's nose have to do 
with Mike being late for our date? "He claimed that it was extremely painful even like an hour later so he took 


some edibles, but he took more than he can handle. | had to stay and calm him down.. Make sure he doesn't do 


something stupid in the midst of his green haze." 


“Something even more stupid than piercing his nose?" 

"Sexy and funny," Mike smirks at me. "How about we pick a different movie? Snacks on me?" 

We eventually decide, by way of elimination, to see this movie with Isabella Rossellini called Cousins. A big part 
of this decision is the fact that we only have to wait five minutes for the starts of the screening. | take Mike 
up on his offer to pay for snacks and get myself a medium salty popcorn box, some Milk Duds, Sour Patch 
Kids, and a big soda 

At first we actually pay attention to the movie enough to figure out that it's about these two couples - the 
guy from one and the girl from the other are having an affair behind their partners’ backs, and they almost 
get caught at some people's wedding... | think. It's a pretty interesting movie, but Mike starts getting distracted, 
by me, apparently. And what can | say, the boy knows how to kiss at the very least. 


"Ugh, that guy is such a tool," | mumble, gently jabbing my hand at his chest a little while later. | can't help it, 


this movie just sounds too intriguing to ignore! 
"What?" Mike glances around the movie theatre. 


"The guy cheating on his wife!" | motion at the screen "She's a piece of work too, sure, but he is a disgusting 


human being. You know, just disgusting as a person in general." 
"Hey, she's cheating too," turns out Mike was paying attention as well. 


"Yeah, and it's never justifiable. But you can see why she's unhappy. Her husband, and frankly his son too, are 
not super nice to her. She's sitting by herself listening to self-improvement tapes, for fuck's sake." 


"She's still cheating too." 

"He's cheating on his wife with a dozen other women though." 

"But when you think about it, it means he's not in love with any of those other women. He's not hiding a 
committed relationship from his wife. But the girl only has this one affair that she's hiding from her husband, 


this one big thing." 


"Are you serious?" | laugh out so loudly that one of like five other people in the theater shushes me. "He's 


cheating on all of those women. How is cheating more better than cheating less?" 
"Okay, okay, | didn't say that. OF course its not better. I'm just saying, he still only cares about his wife." 


"Cares about her? Why doesn't he tell her the truth then?" 


"Because he doesn't want to lose her. Or hurt her." 
"You sound a bit like a pro cheater now." 


‘Obviously I'm not! But | can put myself in the character's shoes. That's what movies are all about, aren't 


they?" 


"He's not even that good looking, to be honest," | whisper one last thing before returning my attention to the 


movie. 
Isabella Rossellin's character reminds me of one of my roommates so much that it makes me laugh out loud, 
especially when she talks about only ever singing privately by herself. But her husband makes me want to 


punch someone. Such a sleaze! 


"| don't understand what any of those women see in him!" | whisper to Mike finally. "He is so obnoxious and 


entitled!" 


"What about these two? They're as good as any pair of cheaters," Mike points at Rossellini and Ted Danson's 
characters enjoying a moment at a lake. 


"No, listen," | shush him as the onscreen pair agree on being friends rather than lovers because they don't 
want to be like their cheating spouses. 


"Yeah, they're talking about how much they want to bone each other: 

"But they won't do it. Not behind their spouses’ backs. 

"Yeah they will, if this movie goes on long enough. Why else would they be talking about it?" 
"Because they want to be honest. Same reason why people talk about anything to each other” 


| hear Mike whisper ‘I told you so' later on during the movie, when they do actually sleep together. But this 


story is so much more complicated than that, so | pretend | didn't notice him saying anything 
"What a great movie, don't you think?" | say standing up from my seat and putting my coat on 
"Really?" 

"Yeah! You don't think so? | loved the realistic, imperfect, strong characters." 


"But it antagonised some characters over the same exact thing that made the others into the protagonists of 


the whole thing." 


"Every action gets a reaction," | shoot back at him. | can't believe that's what he got out of watching the 


movie. "| think it showcased the importance of genuine connections." 

"IFs unrealistic." 

"Not everyone is as incapable of openly talking about their emotions as you are." 

"Hey, | talk about my emotions," Mike scoffs. "Is this going to be about us now?" 

"Well, we're the only participants of this conversation, so it must be about us, to some degree." 

"Don't try being cute with me." 

"I can't help it," | grin at him as we walk out into the cool night air and Mike starts leading us towards 
wherever he parked his car. "Anyway, the whole plot was powered by those two characters being honest with 
each other and their spouses. That was the whole point. No one has to be in an unhappy relationship or cheat, 
if only they admit that they're not happy." 

"Honesty can have a pretty steep price.” 

"Oh really? Can you not afford to be honest with me then?" 

"Oh come on, you know how | feel about you. | love being with you." 

WHAT!? 0-oh...being with me. Of course. My brain must have shut down for a second because | thought he was 
about to say he loves me. But of course he wasn't; he loves being with me and he has feelings for me. Nothing 
like the movies where letting someone know how much they mean to you is the most important thing. 

"Right, those feelings of yours... 

"What about them?" 

"They're just so vague, you know." 

"Vague? | care about you, what's vague about that?" 

"I mean, I'm not asking you to tell me that I'm the love of your life, but throw me a bone here?" | blurt out. 
| told you | have feelings for you. You know that, Gwen" 


"Oh, for god's sake! What the hell are those feelings?" 


"Hey, you're being ridiculous now, okay?" 


"No, not okay. | mean, are you at least experiencing evolving feelings? Do you think you're even capable of ever 


falling in love with me?" 


"You know I've fallen for you ages ago, gorgeous,” he defensively puts his palms up. "I can't predict what's going 


to happen in the future, but | care about you and | want to be with you." 


"But why are you so terrified of the word ‘love'? | am falling in love with you. | want to be honest about 


where | stand. And | want to know if | can expect the same from you." 
"This is dumb. Why the hell ‘having feelings’ is not an acceptable thing all of a sudden?!" 


"What kind of feelings, Mike? Physical feelings? Or am | a religious experience? An adventure? What are those 
feelings?" 


Mike opens his mouth again, but his breath catches, his feet continuing to shuffle aimlessly as we stop to wait 
for the crosswalk light to change. "Why does it matter right now? Why do girls always take everything so 


seriously?" 


"Girls don't always take everything so seriously. Its you who can't make up your mind. If you think that you 
have the capability to be with me long term, then why are you so afraid of getting serious about it? And if 


not, then..what are we doing?" 


"We're..we're young and happy. When will you ever be able to say that again in your life? Are you not happy 


with me?" He runs his hands up and down my arms. 
"I am. There's no ceiling on how happy | could be, but yeah, I'm happy with you." 


But that doesn't mean that everything can remain the same and I'll be happy forever. | just told him how | feel 
and..and nothing. | got nothing in return. And it hurts a little, to have him pretty much admit that he can't see 
himself loving me. Because that's essentially what he said. And | know people can change, but right now, it 


doesn't feel nice to be in my shoes. 


| want it to be like in that movie; like when you can't stay away from each other no matter how hard you try, 
how you can only see each other in a crowd, how you make each other feel special.. And it is kind of like that; 
there's chemistry between us and we have the same sense of humour, and when we actually start talking, we 


can talk about everything and anything. But something's missing.. 


"So... You wanna go back to your place?" Mike's hands move up to cup my face right as the light changes and | 


pull him across the road by his sleeve. 


"Yeah. Can you give me a ride?" As soon as | say it, | can see in Mike's face that it stung him precisely the 
right amount. Good. "Im pretty tired, | just want to wind down and go to bed." 


"What is your problem?" Mike loses his cool for a second, and so do |, because.. 

"What!?l" 

| try to show you that | care about you, | try to be everything you could want from a boyfriend, | want to 
spend time with you, | go out of my way to make you feel good, and you just randomly shoot me down like 


that. What the fuck, Gwen?" 


"What's wrong with me wanting some personal down time? Its okay for you to disappear on me for days, but | 


can't have a single night without you in my bed?" 


Mike buries his face in his hands, then flails his arms around momentarily in some sort of weird interpretive 


dance, and then lets them hang at his sides. "Never heard that complaint before." 
"What complaint?" 


"That." He uses his hands again in an attempt to mime what he wants to say to me, by the looks of it. "That 
you're not happy with me in your bed" 


"What?" 

"That Im sub par" 

"| didn't say that! 

"But you think that." 

"| just want to be alone. Read a book, paint my nails, go to bed." 

"Fine. 

"What do you mean, fine?" | ask slowly. lm not sure that lm following this conversation anymore. Especially 
since he just mentioned the whole bed thing and it's like. what? Can he..really tell? Its not that he's horrible, 
its just that it's not always that exciting.. 


"You need your space and your alone time. | get it. Fine." 


"Are we good here?" | ask for clarification again, because I've never seen him go from zero to a hundred and 


back to zero within the span of a few minutes. 


"Yeah, we're good. So you want me to give you a ride?" 


* * * 


What if we were out, say at a café or a bar somewhere, and Gwen or Eva or Lizzy happened to walk in.. It's 
not that | really want that, but it's exciting to think of a world in which everyone knew that Chris and | have a 
thing.. A thing, what a stupid fucking way to describe whatever it is. Here's another alternate reality - we're 
actually living in The Thing universe... 


But then in this reality, | have the advantage of being the last person that anyone would ever guess Chris 
could be into. Especially since he loves to have people confused by his exterior. And it is kind of exciting, having 
this secret. And then the whole reason | wanted it to be a secret has proven to have been the right decision 
- there's something so refreshing about not having to be anything around other people. No one treats me 
differently, no one lumps me into this inseparable two person unit..| can just be me the way | always am. | can 
be with Chris, but that doesn't have any impact on my relationships with other people in my life, and it's 
great. And when | picture it not being a secret anymore, it's not because | actually want that to be true. | 


mean, if we were to become a real couple, | wouldn't know what to do. | don't know how to be romantic and 


affectionate all the goddamn time. 


But no, of course that would never happen. If at first Chris didn't really care about keeping our thing a secret, 
it eventually took him about two weeks to get warmed up to the idea. And now its just the way it is. We're 
friends above all, right? We're friends and sometimes we sleep together, and as far as | know, he's not 
currently interested in anyone else..but that doesn't mean anything. We're friends. And just because its been a 
couple of months and I'm still not sick of him, that doesn't mean anything either. He's just one of those people, 
no one could be sick of him. Especially with the way he looks at me when we talk; the way he cares to hear 
me out and then says something really intelligent or really funny, and it's all so effortless. You just couldn't get 


bored of him. Just being in his presence is exciting. 


"Novak," | almost jump out of my skin when Mark's voice slices through the low hum of laundry room 


appliances. "What's wrong with you?" 


"You scared me!" | push myself off the wall | was leaning against and check the timer on my dryer - a couple 


more minutes. 

"Really? How exciting, considering you're usually the one sneaking around soundlessly." 
| don't sneak around, | just don't walk like an ogre." 

"Debatable." 

"You're contradicting yourself" 


"And what's between me and me is none of your business," he punctuates his words by dumping a bag of dirty 


clothes into one of the washing machines. 


Oh crap! | just remembered, | have just a little over a week to make that mixtape for Mark's birthday. I'd 
completely forgotten. Probably because | barely ever see him lately and evidently, my brain doesn't hold 
certain bits of information for that long. Well at least | remembered now.. 

"How old are you, Arm?" 

"Is this a trick question?" 

"Nah." 

"Twenty six." 

"And how is it? Arthritis kicking in yet?" 

"Nah, so far so good. But you wait a few years and then tell me all about your coffee fuelled ulcer." 


I'd rather have an ulcer than your greasy hair," | smirk at him, watching the cogs in his head turn, trying to 


think of a decent comeback. 

"Healthy hair, for your information. Very moisturised." 

"That's all you got? Didn't even make a dumb joke about my hair colour?" 

"That's Lukin's area of expertise." 

"True..." 

"You got any detergent? What?" He lifts his hands defensively when | give him a ‘what the heck’ kind of look, 
because he is constantly borrowing anything from milk to wool socks to household appliances from us. "I left 
mine upstairs by accident" 

| hand him our jumbo sized bottle of honey scented laundry liquid and start taking my stuff out of the dryer. 
Come to think of it, this is the second time I've seen Mark this week, which is a lot nowadays, but other than 
that, he doesn't even come over to our place anymore. So | should say, constantly used to borrow. | think the 
last time he did come over was a few weeks ago, when | was making persimmon cupcakes. | guess having an 


adult living with him helps with the whole having food in their own place situation. 


"Novak, you're a girl," Mark states cheerfully, completely out of the blue, as he hands me the laundry 
detergent back. 


"| don't like where this is going." 


"What radical, hot music do you listen to nowadays?" 


"What..." 

"No, that doesn't seem right." He mumbles, rubbing his chin. "What music is Lizzy into?" 
"Whitney Houston.." | answer slowly and hesitantly. 

"No, that's not good." 


"Oh my god, just describe to me what kind of visions you're seeing in your head right now and I'll try to help 
you as best as | can but | don't have the whole day, Mark fucking Arm." 


"Woah. Don't forget to breathe. So.. What show would a twenty something girl want to go to?" 
"Are you talking about Kristine or have you kidnapped another girl?" 

"Guess?" 

"How do you not know this stuff?" 


"| don't really need all this negativity l'm sensing from you right now, okay?" He shakes his index fingers 


between the two of us. "She likes that band that is uh..what is it called..they have an album out... 


| stick my head into the dryer to make sure | didn't leave a sock behind, consequently blocking out Mark's 
pathetic attempts at pretending to know anything about the person he lives with. | don't know, the way he 
treats Kristine is..off. He barely ever mentions her name, or talks about her at all, and considering how much 
time he spends with his friends while Kristine is off doing her own thing, I'm surprised they still recognise each 
other. He doesn't even introduce her to people. And this is one of those things that fuels this image in my 
head - how does he not know what music she likes!? But there's another thing that is, I'd say, equally as 


unsettling - he's asking for my input in this matter. He must be really desperate. 
"She seems like a Lou Reed kind of person," | finally suggest a theory as | look at him again 


"Hey! That's right! And I've seen posters around for his upcoming dates... How did you know?" Mark suddenly 


narrows his eyes at me and | shrug. 
"There you go, mystery solved, you can stop being weird." 


"Speaking of men with permed hair and funny facial features," he shamelessly speaks over me. "How come 


Chris Cornell abandoned you this weekend?" 


"He didn't abandon me. People have lives and things to do. And speaking of which, | have to go make a tree for 


Eva 


"What?" 
"What?" 
"What?" Mark repeats again. 


"On her bedroom wall. A fake tree," | explain, seeing how his mouth stays agape and eyes void of 
comprehension. "My Valentine's day gift for her. Or Palentines, as she likes to call it." 


"Palentines?" 
"Yeah, like a day of pals. 

"Pals. What a weird word" 

"It is pretty curious, yeah. Well, say hi to Lou Reed for me if you get the chance" 
"Hl think about it" 

"Rude, but okay" 

"You're the one who doesn't like saying hi to famous people” 


"Yeah, but lm fine with it if you're the one conveying my message. Tell him | love him, I'm willing to consider 
marriage if he's into it, and | may not be his biggest fan, but | am almost 5T so that counts for something.’ 


"He doesn't look like a very tall guy. You sure you want to risk scaring him away with your gigantic 


measurements?" 

As we're both cackling at our stupid conversation, Kristine materialises in the basement as if out of thin air, 
causing us both to immediately shut up as if we'd rehearsed it. Hopefully she didn't hear us talking about this 
Lou Reed show; everyone deserves a nice surprise once in a while. 


Oh," is all she says. 


"How's it going?" | greet her in my friendliest voice, but that doesn't seem to do that much to break the mile 


thick ice. 
"Fine. You left the towels behind," she tells Mark and stuffs them into the washing machine. 


"Uh.'ll see you guys later," | pick up my basket full of fresh laundry, while fully aware of how forced my 


cheerfulness must sound. | just really don't want Kristine to dislike me, but | feel like she does for whatever 


reason. 


* eK 


| can't believe it just happened, | really actually did it, just minutes ago, not even half hour probably. It felt so 
good in the moment, it felt like what | wanted, what | needed, but... | just feel so dirty now. | did exactly what 


all those guys did to me. I'm a cheater now.. Fuck! I'm a cheater now. 


But it's different! | never pushed my boyfriends into it, | always gave them enough space and enough affection 
| always tried to balance it all out. | always tried, so hard. | never wanted to push them away, into someone 
else's arms. And then now I'm in this relationship that | thought would be completely different, and..l guess it 
is. Because Mark's been pushing me away. | asked him to not hang out with that girl, but every time | turn 
around, she's there. Every time they're together, they're laughing and sharing secrets. And what can | do? How 
else can | spell it out to him? | told him he's leading her on, | told him to stay away, | even went along with the 
whole ridiculous sneaking around thing with Chris. If she would just stay away from Mark, everything would be 
fine, | thought. But its not like | can tell her what to do. If Mark would stay away from her, I'd be fine. But its 
like he can't, or doesn't want to. And if he can't do that for me, then how am | supposed to feel? 


Oh god, | can still feel his lips and kisses on my skin. | stop in front of the apartment door with a key in my 
hand, but can't bring myself to unlock and open it immediately. I'm afraid that once | walk in there, Mark will 
see those kisses on my neck somehow. Would he even care though? If | came home and said to him, ‘hey, | just 
fucked a guy in his car five blocks from here,’ would Mark be hurt? Would he beg me to stay? Or would | 
have to be the one begging? It might sound crazy, but | almost feel like he wouldn't feel any way about it. Or 


maybe it would even be an easy way out for him? 


My hands go up to fix my hair as | remain stood in the hallway, and | notice that one of my earrings is gone. 
Whatever, | don't care, | got this pair at a thrift store, it barely cost me anything. What | do care about is 
that I've turned into a goddamn cheater. And what does it matter that that's all it was, just taking out my 
frustration in the back of this guy's car? Does it matter that we're never going to do it again? That neither 
one of us is interested in the other at all? That he has his own shit to sort through and what happened 
tonight was just both of us consoling each other with something far more effective than words? It doesn't 
matter. Cheating is cheating. And | almost wish | had my own place to come home to tonight. | wish | didn't 
have to face Mark right after it happened. 


| take out the remaining earring and finally go inside, just to get almost run over by Mark walking out of the 


bathroom. 


"Watch where you're going, roomie," he grins at me and | want to punch him in his stupid face. Why did he 
drive me to do thisl? 


"You watch where you're going." 


"You know | was joking, right?" His expression fades as he takes a better look at me. 


| walk past him, taking off my coat and putting down my bag. "Sure." 
"Long day?" 
"You could say that." 


"You gonna take a hot bath?" 


"A shower sounds nice." | don't want to soak in his scent that's probably still clinging to my body. I'd rather 
flush it all down the drain. 


"| guess it's pretty late for a bath-huh. | thought you'd be home earlier?" 
“Something came up." 
"Did you meet any interesting weirdos on the late night bus?" 


Its such a Mark thing to ask so casually, besides, there is no way in hell he could suspect anything, but it 
almost feels like an interrogation. "I didn't have to take the bus tonight, fortunately. | got a ride from a friend" 


A friend. You could say that. I've never necessarily thought of him as ore, but he's always been around, so 


you could call him that. That part, I'm not really lying about. 
"Good. | don't know what we'd do if you sat down on one of those HIV infected thumbtacks." 


That one almost makes me laugh, but it dies down somewhere in my throat before it can get out. How could | 
even smile at Mark now when | keep seeing the fogged up car windows in my head, and keep feeling those 
hands roam all over my body, keep hearing his breathing in my ear.. And if Mark knew the price of this ride 
home, would he be making jokes? And if he knew who it was.. | don't even want to imagine what havoc it would 


wreak. If anyone found out, it would look like the worst possible scenario imaginable. 


And | can't be the cheater, | can't be the home wrecker, | can't be the one in the wrong. But | am.. Oh for 
fuck's sake! How could | get myself into this? And how do | get out of it? | know he's never going to tell anyone 
about what happened tonight, | know he has no interest in having anything to do with me or anyone thinking 
that he has. This guy, he gets around just fine. So | guess at least there's that, at least I'm fully responsible 
for keeping this a secret, just me alone. No, not a secret..I'll make it go away, like it never even happened. If | 


forget about it, then it's like it was never even real. 


It was just an impulse, just unfortunate timing, and | could have resisted the temptation to kiss him, | could 
have gotten out of his car. | could have never gotten in, actually. And if | never got it, then it never happened. 
And if Mark never finds out, then that's all that matters. If | keep him happy.. I'll just come out with it and tell 
Mark that he needs to stop hanging out with Kat, and then | won't have to worry about that, and then | can 


concentrate on us, and him, and making sure he's happy with me. We can work through this, and it's completely 


unnecessary for him to know anything about what happened tonight. 


| ordered some pizza!" | hear Mark shout from the kitchen just before | turn the water in the shower on and 
start undressing. "It's cold now, but | took all of the olives, onions, and pork off your slices!! | spent like five 


minutes on it so you know | did a good jobll" 

"Why didn't you order some without?" 

"What??" He shouts back, and | hear myself sigh as | step into the bathtub. 
"Thanks!" 


| scrub my entire body, every inch of it, with soap and hot water, until | feel clean again Not a memory left 
anywhere on my skin and hair, no guilt. | know it will take me a few days to get over this initial..shock, but 
that's alright. | can turn a new page and start all over whenever. | just came home after a long day, | took a 
shower, and | won't even bother getting dressed now, because l'm here, | live here with Mark, and we're meant 


to be happy together. 


21. it's a family affair € side A 


PREVIOUSLY: Jeff and Eva seem to have finally buried their hatchet and joined the civilised society, Lizzy is just 
one of the people that have noticed this change, and while she's getting coffee at Raison, she also finds out that 
Eva knows about Kat and Chris too; Mark is hiding in a limbo, unwilling to cut ties with Kat but also not seeking her 
company out for the sake of making Kristi happy, his mind is preoccupied with doing the right thing, compiling a 
comprehensive list of evidence to prove that Kat is not into him, and figuring out the perfect gift for Kristine on 
their upcoming ten month anniversary; Gwen and Mike go on a date at the cinema and the movie they end up 
watching sparks some interesting thoughts and discussions, she is finally starting to notice the dissonance in their 
relationship, and realise how different it is from the kind of relationship she's always looked and hoped for; Kat can't 
keep from daydreaming about Chris and what their relationshp could have hypothetically been, but is unwilling - 
afraid even - to even try to change anything about if, mostly for the lack of confidence; she runs into Mark and 
he, surprisingly, asks for her help with a gift for Kristine; she walks in on them laughing alone in the laundry room 
and is visibly upset; a few days later, Kristine comes home from a mysterious night out with a guy; she is instantly 
filled with regret and guilt about having done something she wasn't supposed to, but she keeps it all to herself and 


puts up a façade so as to not raise Mark's suspicion 


My Walkman is the last thing that | grab before | head out the door, and before | even have time to lock up, 


Mark walks out of his apartment, followed by Kurt who looks like his clone more and more each day. 
"Markl" | yell out way louder than necessary and, not surprisingly, he gives me an alarmed look. "Happy 
birthday! Wait! Don't move!" | continue with the yelling as | dart back into our apartment, and then into my 


room to get the mixtape | made for him. 


"Sometimes | worry about you, you know," he informs me when | come back out into the hallway and find him 


exactly where | left him. 

"Me too." 

"Me three," Kurt injects. 

"Anyway... Normally | wouldn't get you a present..." 

"Of course." 

"But | promised you a mixtape and | deliver. So a lot of these songs are really horrible when you listen to the 
lyrics. Like, really sexist. And the rest are about love, which is even more disgusting,’ | grimace at Mark and 
he lets out a resounding laugh. "Believe it or not, I'm not trying to confess my undying love to you." 


"You're not!" He points at me with the biggest grin. 


"What..." 


"What?" He echoes. 
"Anyway. You can't live your life without listening to this stuff at least once." 


"What's on there?" Kurt grabs the tape and turns it around but finds no track list on the back side of the 
case, to his disappointment. 


"Just some stuff from around the 50s and 60s." 

"What, like The Stooges? The Velvet Underground?" 

"No, like Dion and The Belmonts and The Drifters, and stuff" 

"What, like Donna the Prima Donna" Kurt's face sours immediately. 

"Actually, that's the very first song on there." 

"Why would you give that to him?" 

"He needs to be educated" 

"That's crap. No wonder your hair turned that colour if thats what you listen to." 

"Okay." | do what | do best and instead of saying anything else | just bottle up the irritation caused by him, 
safe in the pit of my stomach, until the next time | have a random breakdown and can really savour it. Ha 
"Don't listen to your little sidekick clone. It's..good," | assure Mark. 

"Good?" 

"Yeah, good. It's not the most amazing, ground-breaking music you'll ever hear, but it's pretty..bewitching.” 
"Bewitching? Did you study literature or something?" He laughs, and then there's an even bigger smile reflected 
in his dark eyes, and then he goes in for a hug. How bizarre that l'm fully aware of the fact that this is the 
first time we're hugging - at least while sober, I'm sure. "Thanks, Novak." 


"You're welcome, Arm. | put my blood and sweat into this.’ 


"Eww!" Kurt holds the tape out, pinching it between his thumb and index finger for a moment, and then 
thrusts it into Mark's hand. 


‘Its okay, she's free of rabies," Mark assures his asshole friend. 


Its your birthday so I'll ignore that. Anyway, | gotta go to work. | hope something good happens to you today," 
| add. 


"It already did! We're going on tour in Europe!" 
"What!? That's so rad!" 


"Who even says ‘rad'?" Kurt mimics me, and | also choose to ignore him. I've only met him a handful of times, 
mostly in passing, but it always seems like he's trying hard to impress Mark with how funny (he thinks) he is, 


but he just comes across as really obnoxious and rude. 
"When are you leaving?" 
"End of March." 


"Well, maybe I'll see you once or twice before then." | say as | start walking down the hallway, prompting them 
to do the same. | say it jokingly, but it might as well turn out to be true. Time's been feeling so fleeting lately. 


| take a window seat on a bus about ten minutes later and put my headphones on, but pretty soon | realise | 
haven't been paying attention to my music at all. Instead, my mind wanders across all different kinds of 
thoughts and topics. For whatever reason, | catch myself thinking about how | don't feel like I've had enough 
fun as a teenager. Being the third child - and not even the last one - kind of forced me into this rule follower 
role. My oldest brother Liam was born into a different generation, so he was always off somewhere, doing his 
own thing, and doing it well, since he never really used to get in trouble. Now Andrew was always coming home 
drunk or bloody or with angry notes from teachers, and since the age gap between him and me is the smallest 
in the family, | always felt like it was my responsibility to reason with my parents on behalf of him, and to 
stay out of trouble myself. As if we're both the middle child, and because he was so wild, | had to be so 
collected and disciplined. | saw how my parents reacted to him stepping out of line; | saw their anger and 
resentment, and | was afraid that if | did something wrong, I'd either get him in even more trouble or have to 
suffer their collective rage myself. So | never really did anything | wasn't supposed to, apart from some pretty 
tame, minor things. And it just feels like | wasn't really given the pass to be a teenager. | didn't get the chance 
to explore this life and find myself, and make my own mistakes, and all that kinda stuff. 


| wonder how different I'd have turned out if | hadn't been so afraid to do all that. | feel like I'd be a more 
interesting person, and more whole, somehow. Instead, I'm still learning now. | always say | don't care what 
people think about me, that it doesn't matter if someone dislikes or doesn't understand me, because | wish that 
were true, but if I'm being honest, a lot of the time it's just a meaningless mantra that | have stuck in my 


head. 


| wonder if Chris would feel differently about me if I'd had more time to come into my own. Ugh what a stupid 
thing to think about. Or what if | felt differently about him because | was a different person Maybe we'd be in 
a full-fledged relationship right now that all of our friends knew about? If | was less anxious and more 


confident, and didn't have to deal with feeling like I'm not enough or | don't belong or | don't want to be me... 


But | do feel like I'm getting somewhere, like I'm growing and learning, and | suppose it really shouldn't matter 
that most people my age already know who they are, right? But it would be so nice to deal with one thing at a 
time and not be searching for all these answers all that once. 

| take my headphones off, since at this point the music feels like part of the background noise. And besides, 
my mind makes the executive decision to start blasting the chorus of Searchin’ at full volume in my head, 
over and over again. Cause Ive been searchin... Gonna find her.. Oh, yeah, searchin: Gonna tind her.. My goodness, 


searchin’ every which a-way yeah, yeah. 


* * * 


"| don't understand how you're still single," Nadia waves her finger in front of me as she shouts over the 


music and general bar clamour. 
"You're single too!" | laugh at her. 


"Yes, but it's intentional. | want to focus on myself now, | don't want a relationship at this point in my 


life. You on the other hand, you should put yourself out there more, Lizzy!" 
"I just don't have anyone in my life right now who'd be a potential match for me." 


"Well what about you date someone who's not right for you, but someone who's fun and attractive?" Penelope 


is the one who comes up with the suggestion, and we go on giggling about it. 

"Mayyyybeeee, if | hold your hand you will understand! And maybeeee, if | kissed your lps Hl be at your 
command." Nadia starts mouthing the words to a song that | didn't even notice was playing in the background. 
"Wouldn't it be so nice if we were into girls and could just date each other?" 

"| don't know, | can't imagine myself being attracted to you like that. No offence," | add with a sheepish smile. 


"None taken. I'm more of a gentlemen's woman anyway!" 


It's nice to finally find some time so hang out with these two. | haven't seen them much since graduation, but 


I'm very glad they both chose to stay in Seattle, at least for now, just like me. 


"How about another round of Sex on the Beach?" Penelope wiggles her eyebrows at both of us half an hour 


and a few topics later. 
"The drink or the real thing?" Nadia cackles, elbowing me as she does. 


‘| love you, girls! | don't know how | survived without our regular dates this long!" 


"Speaking of dates.. That gentleman over there is burning a hole in you with his eyes.." Nadia nods her head 
just ever so slightly to indicate the direction in which | should look for the said gentleman. "Maybe law of 
attraction really does work?" 

Before | can say anything, | let a loud laugh burst out of me. "I know him!" 

‘Isn't that Jerry Cantrell? And you know him? How?" Penelope asks me and | know it's because she's always 
trying to make friends with the right people so she can get booked for photographing live gigs and doing 
promotional shoots. 

"Gwen's dating another guy from his band" 

"Oh really? Gosh, | actually haven't seen you guys in so damn long." 

"| know!" 

"So? You gonna go say hi to him?" The look on Nadia's face says it all 

"He has a girlfriend,” | inform her 

"Oh what a drag!" 

| tell my friends I'll be back in a few - and contrary to Nadia's belief, | will still be single when | do - and make 
my way towards Jerry. He stands up straight for a second, just to have to bend all the way down to give me 
a hug once I'm close enough. 

"Hey, Lizzy, how's it going?" 

"Good! How are you?" 

| have to confess, you caught me in a weird mood." 

"Oh..." | hesitantly start turning my body around again, since | guess it's not a good time to be saying hi?.. 
"No, no, its okay," he chuckles. "H's just a very contemplative kind of mood” 

"How come? Are you okay?" 

"You don't need to look so worried," his hair shifts as he shakes his head with a smile. "It's nothing serious." 


"Well | hope you can find a way to solve it, whatever it is." 


"Thanks, | appreciate you saying that. So you're having a gals’ night out, huh?" 


"Kind of, yeah! Hey, you should definitely meet my friend Penelope." | turn my head around to look at the table 
| was just sitting at, but Nadia's the only one left there, guarding our drinks and purses. | guess Penelope went 
to the bathroom. "She's a photographer and she does a lot of bands. You know, photo shoots and live shows 
and things like that." 

"She does a lot of bands, huh?" 

"Jerry!" | slap his arm in an attempt to wipe his big, mischievous grin off his face. 

"l'm just kidding! And hey, thanks for coming over to say hi. Its good to see a friendly face." 

‘Of course! And you know, you can always talk to me, if you ever feel like it” 

"Thanks, that's so fucking nice, Lizzy." 

"| really mean it" 

"Thanks, | don't take stuff like that for granted. And, you know, | just don't want to bore you with my stupid 
problems. Its just that... Being in a long distance relationship is really fucking hard, as it turns out," he lets out 
a very obviously fake chuckle. "Makes you wonder, is it really worth it?" 

"Don't say that! Dee's still the person that you fell for.” 

"Yeah, but | am miserable all the goddamn time now." 

"But wouldn't you be more miserable if you lost her?" 

"Not while getting laid, no," he flashes me that devilish grin again 

"You're not serious, are you?" | ask, my eyebrows scrunched together, and he just laughs and shakes his head. 
"You are too..angelic for your own good, you know." 

"What? Am not!" 


"Oh right, | forget, you did coke once," Jerry smirks at me, without flinching even when | smack his arm, again. 


"I just don't believe that casual sex could ever compare to being with someone that you actually have feelings 
for." 


"Have you ever tried casual sex? Sorry!" He laughs out immediately. "I'm just messing with you!" 


"| just think its one of the most intimate experiences that anyone can have in this world, so why would | hand 
out invitations to random strangers? Besides, how would | get feedback if | never see them again after we 
have sex?" 

"Feedback!? Don't you know that sex is like pizza?" 

"What? Like what?" 

"Like pizza. Even if it's bad, its still pizza" 


"Very romantic. Dee is such a lucky girl," | tease him. | also wonder if Gwen would agree with this statement. 


"You're right.. This is what happens when | let my friends get into my head. Thing is, | care about her, but- 
Just tell me to shut up, will you? | really don't wanna bore you with this." 


"You're not! It sounds like you need to get stuff off your chest, and | don't mind listening." l'm sure my friends 


won't mind if | stay here, talking to Jerry for a few minutes. 
"Thanks, Liz," he awards me with the warmest smile and | match it with one of my own. 
"Anytime, Jer. So what's the deal? You don't think your feelings are requited anymore?" 


"No... | don't think she forgot me or anything like that. | just.. | don't think / feel the same about her anymore..." 


He slowly and very hesitantly pieces the sentence together. 

‘Oh. Thats." | trail off, not knowing what to say. “But.." | fall silent again, although the potentially awkward 
pause is filled with yet another old song, and somehow this time it's very fitting, like a soundtrack to this 
conversation: devil or angel, please say youll be mine, love me or leave me, Il go out of my mind.. 

"It sounds pretty bad, doesn't it?" 

"Nol" 


"Thing is, at first | thought it was just because she's so far away, but when she came back for Christmas, it 
was..different. Like something's missing, you know?" 


"Whatever it is, you can get it back! You can write each other letters and send pictures, and plan the next trip 


to see each other.. There's lots of ways that couples can stay together over long distance now!" 
"You're sweet, Lizzy, so sweet." 


There's a certain kind of sadness in Jerry's smile as he looks at me; a kind of sadness that is echoed in me, 


too. I'm nowhere near being in a relationship, especially long-term, long-distance one, but | think | understand 


this feeling, this longing for love. Especially when everyone around seem to be perfectly happy, whether 
they're in relationships or single and content, or casually dating. Sometimes it feels like no one could really 
understand my kind of loneliness. | crave deep, genuine connection with someone, but my friends always rush to 
my rescue with advices about dating around and sleeping with random people. And it seems like Jerry found 


that special bond with someone and now he's afraid of losing it. | can relate to that feeling. 


| should probably get back to my friends," | motion my hand in Nadia's direction after a short pause. | don't 
think | should keep pressing Jerry with this topic and it seems like that's all he had to share for the time 
being. "But you should join us!" 


"As tempting as that sounds, | think I'll actually be heading out in a sec. But," Jerry pulls me into a goodnight 


hug. "It was really nice to see you, Liz Never get to see you anymore, now that you're miss receptionist” 
"You're right," | laugh. "I can't be seen chatting with the delivery boy in the hotel hallways anymore!" 
"Never got me into the pool, either. It was all just empty promises..." 

"Noo! You should join me next time | go! Lets see.. Does next Monday work for you? | get off at seven" 


"Next Monday... Hm.." He grabs his hat from the bar counter and sits it on his head. "Unfortunately, not 
really.. What about the Monday after that?" 


"That works for me! Meet me at the pool entrance at seven? Or, actually, make it ten past?" 
"Sounds like a plan!" 


* eK 


| haven't had time to listen to Kat's mixtape in its entirety yet.. Actually, | haven't even finished side A yet, 
but I've been playing it on whatever music listening device was available to me in the past few days, and I've 
gone through..four songs now. Okay, | can see how it might appear to some that | don't want to listen to it. But 
| do! | guess I've just been avoiding listening to it around Kristi, because it would just couse unnecessary drama. 
So since she's out, | slide the tape into the player we keep in the corner of the living room now, on an empty 
keg, and hit play. Conveniently, | paused it between songs the other day, so | get to listen to the next one from 
the beginning. And that's purely because | put effort into listening to these songs as they were meant to be 
heard - from start to finish, in one go, not pausing in the middle of one. And that has to count for something! 


When this old world starts getting me down and people are just too much for me to face. Some of these songs 
are so..corny. But there's definitely something, | don't know, | guess fun about them? | never paid much 
attention to this kind of music, but I've liked the four songs I've heard so far. / climb way up to the top of the 
stairs and all my cares just drift right into space. | mean, ‘liked’ might be a little too strong a word, especially if | 
want to maintain my status quo in the Seattle music scene. | guess bewitching is not a bad word to describe 


them though. On the roof, its peaceful as can be and there, the world below can't bother me. It's as if this song 


was written for Kat. And for me, | guess. | haven't been up there in a while..probably because it's winter, duh. 
But this song is kind of exactly what it feels like to hang out up there. Unbothered, at peace, at home, one 


might even say. 


| sit down on the armrest of the couch, staring at the tape player, kind of spacing out, thinking about our 
upcoming tour. We leave less than a month from now and | can't wait to play European piss and beer drenched 
clubs instead of American ones, truly a dream come true. | don't know, life is pretty good right now. Kristi 
actually came out with the band the day we found out we got booked for all those shows which honestly made 
me happier than | was willing to admit. She's also not been mentioning Kat's supposed infatuation with me nearly 
as much - or at all lately. Somehow, things feel too good. Novak has definitely expressed this feeling to me 
before but | don't think | really understood what she meant at the tame. Figured it was one of her 
peculiarities. But now, it does feel kinda like I'm walking on eggshells - but in a good way, somehow. Lukin said 
l'm over-romanticising the tour (| didn’t realise he even knew that wordl), but | don't know if expecting grungy, 
vomit-scented restrooms turned backstage rooms is really it. I'm just fuckin excited and aware that, as all 


things do, it'll go away sooner or later. 


The song finishes before | have time to snap back into reality and the beginning of the following one draws a 
laugh out of me: Hey mama, dont you treat me wrong, come and love your daddy all night long.. Bizarrely 
enough, it makes me think about Kristi again. She will unexpectedly get into the lamest songs and do a whole 
little dance and lip syncing routine spontaneously, if she's in the right mood. And I'm sure this one would be 


right up her alley for those specific moments. 


Glancing at the clock | deduct that | still have some time before band practice so | drag myself up to my feet 
and walk into the kitchen to wash up my cereal bowl from this morning. Walking back into the living room my 
eyes trip over a pair of socks that I'd kicked off last night and left by the couch. | go over and pick them up 
and as | do, another misplaced thing catches my eye - a single orange earring is lying around the base of the 


coat rack. | grab it and dangle it in front of my face as the song fades out. Weird, how did that get here? 


| hit pause on the player just before the next song starts. Still fingering the earring, | hop over to the door 
and cross the hallway in one big stride. 


"Hi, frien-Oh." | push the geeks’ apartment door closed behind me and shut up, because there is no one in 
there apart from Gwen sitting at the table and scribbling something on a newspaper. "Where is everyone? | 
thought you're always all here. If not all at the same time, at least in pairs." 

"Who left the door unlocked again?" She whines only glancing at me. 

"lm good, thanks, Gwen, how are you doing?" | walk over to the table and pull up a chair. 


"Kinda busy." 


"You're really kinda mean, has anyone ever told you that?" 


‘| value my time." 

"You can't even spare five minutes to talk to a friend?" 

She puts down her highlighter pen, puts her elbows on the table, and looks at me with a small smile. "What?" 
"There, that's better. Now we've still got a lot to work on, but this is progress." 

Her smile grows slightly bigger, but there's no laughter. Not even a snicker. How deeply, profoundly offensive. 
"Kat's hanging out with someone, Eva's—" 

"Hanging out with who?" 

"Who do you think?" 

| try to peer into Gwen's very soul as she pierces me with a sparkly look. "Is this a trick question?" 

"You're a good friend, Mark. To Kat." 

"Uh..." 

| know about Chris." 

"Howl?" | ask all too fiercely, l'll admit. 


"I can put two and two together. Kat's room smells like men's cologne, she keeps opening her skylight in the 


mornings, and Chris keeps leaving your apartment three minutes later: 

Well, that is an interesting twist of plot. "Does she know you know?" 

"No. And don't tell her. | will end you if you do," she adds with a charming grin 
"Umm. okay. 

"Anyway, Eva's out jogging, and—" 

"lent it a little cold to be jogging?" 


"Don't look at me, | can come up with three hundred reasons to not jog at any given point in time. Anyway, 


she's out jogging and Lizzy's at work" 


"Hm. Cool. | didn't really ask about them, but okay.’ 


"Literally the second you walked in you asked why no one else is here, Mark" 

| shrug and hold up the earring for her to see. "I just wanted to give this back to one of you." 
"What?" Gwen looks at it and | encourage her to take it. "This isn't ours." 

"You mean this isn't yours personally?" 

| mean this isn't mine or Eva's, or Lizzy's, or Kat's." 

"How do you know its not theirs?" | am honestly slightly impressed. 

"Because | saw Kristine wearing them at least ten times. l'm pretty sure Kat sold them to her." 
"Kat sells earrings?" 

"At the thrift store," she enunciates, gaping at me as if I'm stupid 

Hm" 


"Why would you assume that it's ours when you live with a woman who wear earrings?" Gwen gives me an 


exasperated look. 

"Hm... Good point... | should have known." 

"Mark, do you have nothing better to do?" 

| shrug again. "What are you doing?" 

"Just looking through some ads. It's about time | get an internship somewhere." 
"Internship?" 

Please tell me you know what that word means.. 

‘OF course | do," | pointedly roll my eyes. "Where?" 

"Ideally, Mexico embassy." 

"What for?" 


"What do you mean?" 


"You have a job." 
Gwen lets out a melodious laugh and shakes her head. "| want a better one. A real one." 


* ** 
"So, bad news, pal." 


"What's going on?" | press the phone receiver to my ear a little tighter, eager to find out why Aimee is calling 
me so early and sounding so guilty. I'm supposed to pick her up over an hour from now since the game we're 


going to tonight doesn't start until six. 
"My little cousin broke his fuckin’ leg while | was looking after him.." 
"Oh my god, is he okay!?" 


"Yeah, yeah, he'll be fine. My auntie is taking a nursing exam today so she can't get here until this evening. And 
Dustin should be all patched up and ready to go in a couple of hours, so | have to stay here.. God fuckin’ 
damnit," she sighs and | can hear the radio in the background, harmonising dont mess with Bill, dont mess with 


Bill, don't mess with Bill.. 


That song is still stuck in my head a couple of hours later, as | make my way down rows of seats that are 
quickly filling up with basketball fans. | tried getting a hold of a few other people to see if they were interested 
in coming with, since Aimee's ticked was just going to be wasted anyway. | didn't have any luck - couldn't even 
locate a single one of my roommates - so | resigned to going alone. Its not ideal, but it's fine. | do, however, 
spend some time fuming over the fact that Gwen is probably hanging out with Mike again - they've seemingly 
hit yet another rocky patch in their Titanic of a relationship, it almost seemed like they might break up, but 
then Mike swooped in and whisked her away again. He showed up with a bouquet of roses a few days ago and | 


pretty much haven't seen her since. 


As | make myself comfortable in a seat on the Seattle end of the court, my eyes wander around the crowd 
half hoping I'll see Aimee walking up to me. This of course doesn't happen | do, however, notice a familiar figure 
but it takes me a moment of squinting to realize that I'm staring at the back of Jeff's floppy, gold-patterned 
hat. What a bizarre sense of style.. 


It looks like he's alone, too. Or rather it seems like he's waiting for someone based on the empty seat next to 
him, occupied only by his messenger bag. | wonder if | should go say hi? Well, maybe not go, maybe I'll catch 
his gaze and we can wave at each other. Or maybe we'll run into each other before the game's all over. | don't 


know, | probably don't need to make a point to go all the way down - he is three rows down, after all. 


Almost the whole first quarter passes by and | catch myself cheering for the home team more than the 


Californians - | guess Seattle has rubbed off on me. | get up to use the restroom once in all that time and 


grab a water on my way back, and as l'm returning to my spot, my eyes stumble upon Jeff again. Oh, yeah, Id 
forgotten he was here too. The seat next to him is still unclaimed. Whoever it is, they're running pretty late, so 
| guess both him and | have had bad luck with our companions tonight. Ah well.. | still wish Aimee was here, 
but at least I'm still getting to see this game and it's not any less exciting. 


| watch Jeff's ridiculous head gear for a moment, hoping he'd turn around and see me, but when he doesn't, | 


return my attention to the basketball court down below. 


* 
"Hey!" | jerk around when | feel my hat slip down my forehead. 
"Sorry, dude.." A mousy looking kid holds up his arms defensively and goes back to clapping and cheering. 


Fixing my hat, | start turning back to the game when my eyes trip over someone and | do an involuntary 
double take. Eva's sitting a couple of rows up, just slightly off to the side from me. | note that she seems to 
be alone as | turn to the players again. | wonder if | should go say hi.. 


| was supposed to be here with Heather.. What a fucking train wreck that was. | actually laugh to myself but 
our team scores another three points and the audience's cheers drown me out. Honestly, the thing | regret 
most right now is that Heather kept her ticket for this game so its completely wasted for nothing. | could 
have taken someone else or she could have come and sat on the guest side of the court so she wouldn't have 


to feel fucking threatened by me. 


| actually hate how often she pops into my head - and never for any good reasons. At this point, its just like 
watching my own life in retrospect, like a movie, and thinking ‘what the fuck’ to myself the whole 


time. Whatever.. 


There's only a minute left on the clock before the end of the first quarter when | see two elderly men 
stumbling about at the end of my row, seemingly trying to find seats, albeit unsuccessfully. Some people... If 
you're not gonna show up on time, why show up at all? | roll my eyes - not sure why l'm feeling so feisty - 
and motion for them to come over after getting their attention Suppose I'm going over to say ‘hi' to Eva after 


all, | think as | tell the two guys to take my seats. 


| grab my stuff and go all the way around and up, and then down the row where Eva's sitting, and when | 


reach her, | hear myself say: 
"Excuse me, is this..." | trail off when she looks up at me and for some reason | go on pretending | didn't realise 
it was her. "Oh, hi. You're here for the game too?" Genius. At least Stone's not here to witness that coming 


out of my mouth. 


"Uh... Hey, yeah! Don't know how we didn't realise we were both going to be here," she smiles up at me. 


"So is it cool if | sit here? Those guys couldn't find seats together," | bob my head to indicate the direction. "So 


| gave up my two seats." 


"Yeah, sure," Eva grabs her jacket off the seat and | sit down. "So you came alone?" She asks looking visibly 
confused. 


| bought the tickets a while ago and | was gonna bring Heather with me." 
"Oh..." 

"Yoy?" 

"My friend's cousin broke his leg today while she was babysitting him..." 
"Ah, shit. Is he okay?" 

"Sounds like he's fine. Well, what a funny coincidence, right" 

"Yeah! It's like, really lazy writing." 


"You say lazy, | say a fun sitcom episode," she grins at me and | can agree with that. "No other way To think 
about Aimee's cousin breaking his leg on the exact day we're supposed to do this.” 


"So does she normally not break the children she's babysitting?" | grin. 

It feels like it takes us a few minutes to get reroute ourselves from feeling like we're at work to being two 
buddies watching a game, but when we do, | find sitting with Eva pretty fun. She really knows her basketball, 
no surprise there at this point, but she's also very expressive and vocal in her reactions to the game, which 


is entertaining in itself. 


"Do you need a ride home?" Eva asks me as we're walking out into the crisp evening air after the game 


(Seattle won). 

“Sure. Thanks!" 

"Yeah, no problem," she says and then cracks up. 

"What?" | mirror her grin 

"I just imagined Stone's face if he saw us right now. He probably wouldn't believe his eyes." 


"Hal I'll make sure to mention it to him, that'll turn his world upside down" 


"Yeah..." 


Not sure why, but | get the feeling that this is a good moment to address something, so | just blurt it out 
without thinking about it too much: "Look, I'm sorry | was kind of an asshole to you, genuinely." 


Eva sort of falters on the spot as we continue walking towards her car. "Kind of?" She says drawing a chuckle 


out of me. 
"Well, it's all relative, isn't it?" 


"Well, thanks for saying that. It's all good. Honestly, Raison has been a lot less stressful ever since." her 
breath catches and you don't need to be a biomedical scientist to know what she had in mind. 


"Since Heather stopped terrorising everyone on the daily. It's alright, you can say that" 


I'd rather not.. She is a bit crazy though," Eva scrunches her nose and then it seems like she wanted to say 
something else but she doesn't, she just pulls her lips into a smile. 


Honestly, | feel relieved Eva definitely had to suffer some of Heather's wrath just by being there, which 
wasn't fair. So l'm glad to see that she doesn't seem to be holding onto some weird drama and we can all just 
move on. And | also like that she isn't interested in talking shit about Heather, unlike some big nosed guitar 
players. Because I'd rather just get on with my life and never have to think about that girl again. 

"So how's school going?" | ask her once we're in the car. 

"Still working on that essay I've mentioned to you." 


"Ah, yeah, the microgenetic something or other." 


"Yeah, that one," Eva laughs. "It's fine, I'm managing. Honestly, like | said, work and school, while they eat up 
most of my time, are honestly the least of my problems right now." 


"Well that's uh..good?" | offer. "Your neighbours bothering you or something?" 


"Not really, actually. Ever since Kristine moved in with Mark, we don't really see much of them.." She muses 


out loud, her gaze locked onto the road ahead. 
"Mark living with a girl.." | mumble. "In all the years I've known him, this is the first time that's happened." 
‘Seems to be working out for him. l'm just a little bummed that Kat lost her playmate." 


"Hey," | remember something, "you don't have to tell me, but just out of curiosity, who's Kat dating?" 


"Huh? Oh.." The car comes to a halt at a red light and Eva uses the moment to look over at me. "Um..." She 


stares me square in the face, her sky-blue eyes wide and round. 


| mean," | slowly grin, "you don't have to tell me, but | know he's a singer in a band in Seattle, so chances are, 


Ill inevitably find out anyway...” 


"That's fair enough, but you're not going to find out from me," she sticks her tongue out and returns her 


eyes To the traffic. 
"| see, | see." 
"Speaking of bands, how's yours?" 


"Eval" | gape at her dramatically and she shrugs and rolls her eyes. "Never thought you'd ask about 


my musician bandmates in our musician group." 
"| regret it already..." 


"IFs going pretty well, actually," | ignore her. "Andy's writing shitloads of songs. Also doing shitloads of drugs, 
but thats a different tale..." 


"Yeah, welcome to Seattle” 

"Right? But yeah, things are good” 

"Cool. Do we work together tomorrow?" 

"Uh, yeah, in the afternoon. Don't tell me you forgot! 


"Of course | didn't," she snorts, winding the steering wheel all the way to the left. "I just don't have the whole 


schedule memorised" 


"Ah yes, considering work has been so relaxing for you, who even needs to remember these trivial things," | 
tease her and she laughs unwillingly. "Maybe we need to implement some changes to make it harder for you 


then’ 
"You're gonna ask Stone to come in every day?" 

"Oh god now!" | make us both laugh. "Maybe I'll start timing you, see how fast you can make a mocha’ 
"Probably faster than you, honestly’ 


"Bold statement.” 


"How about we see who can get better tips?" Eva shoots me a smirk 

"Not fair!" 

"What? How come?" 

"Well, you're a girl," | widen my eyes. "Everyone knows that girls get better tips." 
‘Now thats a bold statement. If you're afraid of losing, just say so." 

"Me?" | gasp. "Afraid of losing? Oh, it's on, Eva!" 

"Great!" She cackles. "Whoever makes more tips at the end of the shift-" 

"Well, why stop there? Let's see who can get a better tip from a single order!" 
"You're going down, Ament," she flashes me a devilish grin 

"| wouldn't be so sure, Sedgwick" 

* eK 

‘| really appreciate you coming out with me tonight, Mike," Gwen turns to me while fastening her seatbelt. 
"Sure, babe. | love dancing with you, its not a chore for me." 

"And yet, you said you hated dance classes .. 


"Uh, well yeah, because..! just prefer dance socials way more. These are actually fun. Classes always drag on 


and | have to dance with at least three partners who don't know how to.” 


"Ah well, | should have realised I'm in the presence of a professional dancer. How silly of me to take you to a 


class," she quips. 


In all honesty, this dance gathering was the perfect opportunity for me to show how good of a boyfriend | am. 
Gwen and | have been going through some stuff, | was actually pretty upset, but | figured I'll give it another 
go and she welcomed me with open arms. I've gotten flowers for her a couple times recently, I've paid for her 
coffee the other day, and this, tonight, was just another thing to check off that list. Turns out, it really isn't 
that hard to make her feel special. And sure, | might not always play by Gwen's rules when she's not around, 
but that doesn't mean that | don't care about her or can't treat her well. | will say, this last misstep of mine 
might have been a little more damning, but she'll never find out so its like it never happened, right? We're 


back to normal and that's all that matters. 


| mean, ‘back to normal' is maybe too liberal a phrase. I've definitely noticed a shift that happened in these 
past couple of weeks - we've been spending a lot of time together, but Gwen doesn't really seem to be as 
eager to talk about the ins and outs of our relationship anymore. Which is a good thing, | think. She probably 
realised that it doesn't make sense to keep pushing me. She's learning to just go with the flow. 


"You should come up for a drink," she speaks up again. "Or maybe we can go out. I'm getting paid next week 


though, so can't go too crazy." 

"Youth really is wasted on the young, isn't it?" 

"Yeah. That's why l'm planning on marrying rich so he can pay for all my plastic surgeries." 

She jokes about marriage a lot, but I've come to learn that that's all that is - jokes. So | laugh along with her 
and then she turns the volume up when some song in Spanish comes on. | glance over at her as she's singing 
and shaking her blonde hair that she had curled today. | could honestly never get tired of looking at her. Just 
then, a small unpleasant pang flares up in my stomach. /ts fine, | tell myself. She'll never find out - how would 
she? She hasn't found out about anything else. Besides, there's only one person, other than me, who knows 


what happened and | would be fuckin shocked if this person ever says anything about it to another living soul. 


"Let's see if anyone else is home, maybe there's a party | wasn't aware of?" Gwen perks up as | park the car 


in front of her apartment building. 

"A party? After dancing for three hours?" | laugh but she just wiggles her eyebrows. 
"Stamina issues?" 

"Shut your pretty mouth, you!" 

"Come on, let's go," she urges me as she slides out of the passenger seat. 


When | get out and walk around the car, | find her holding something - whatever it is, its very small because 
she's dangling it between her fingers and squinting at it. "What's that?" | ask. 


‘| found this on the floor," she holds it up for me to see and | can tell now that it's an earring. 
"On the ground?" 

"No, on your car floor." 

"Oh. Is it yours?" | shrug. 


"No... 


"Must be my sister's then. She's always leaving her shit all over my car." | take a couple of steps towards the 
building but quickly realise that Gwen hasn't moved from her spot. "Let's go, it's fucking freezing out here." 


"Mike, when was Kristine in your car?" 
| feel a sudden wave of panicky heat wash over my whole body. "What?" | play dumb. "Who?" 


"Kristine Parker. Curly hair. Lives with Mark Arm." Gwen has locked our eyes and while she seems calm and 


collected, | can tell there's more going on in her head. 


"Oh. Why would she be in my car?" | go on acting as if | have no idea what she's talking about, all while my 
head is flooded with images of Kristine's half naked body in the back seat of my car. And there's no point in 
thinking about the fact that it was her who kissed me and effectively seduced me, no point in saying that that 
wasn't my plan at all when | offered her a ride a couple of weeks ago. No point in bringing any of that up 


because there's no proof of anything anyway. 


"| don't know, you tell me," Gwen quirks her eyebrow and when | try taking her hand, she pulls it away. It's just 
the slightest movement, but it gets the point across. 


"| don't know what you're talking about. Why would Mark's girlfriend be in my car? Where'd you get that 


from?" 


She just dangles the earring in front of me. "This is Kristine's earring. So it would be really bizarre if she 


wasn't in your car." 

"| don't fuckin’ know whose earring this is, this is so stupid. Maybe she leant it to Mel? How would | knowl?" | 
flail my arms about as | add that last part. Fuck, fuck, fuck It's fine though, like | said, this could have gotten 
here in a million different ways. 


"That would be weird if your sister borrowed just a single earring." 


"A single.. She probably has the other one, come on! This is dumb, let's not waste our time on it," | step closer 


to Gwen again but | can practically feel the cold radiating from her. 


"You're lying to me," she says much quieter this time, her fist closing around the damn earring. How did | not 


see it this whole timel? "Why are you lying to me, Mike?" 
"What the fuck? I'm not lying, | swear. Why would-" 


"Then how come one earring is upstairs," she motions at the apartment building, "and the other in your car? | 


personally find that pretty fucking weird, don't you?" 


| gape at her for a second, racking my brain for what to say. This is all going to be fine, it'll go away like a 
simple misunderstanding, | just need to figure out the right explanation for it.. "Is this about me not saying | 
love you' again!?" 

"What?." 

"You're clearly upset about something and you're using whatever stupid pretext to take it out on me, so.." 
"No, you fucking dunce!" 

‘Hey! 

I'm upset about the fact that you're lying to me. What was Kristine doing in your car?" 

"Fine..." | let out a sigh. "I gave her a ride home a while ago. Happy?" 

"No!" Gwen shrieks. "Why would | be happy when you literally just lied to me for five minutes straight?" 


"| just didn't want you to get jealous, is all-" 


"Well that's a pretty stupid excuse. | don't fuckin’ care if you give rides to people. Why would that make me 
jealous? Or was there something else that happened that l'm unaware of?" 


"OF course not! 

"Sure, | believe that," Gwen rolls her eyes and turns on her heel 

"Heyl" | catch up with her at the building door. "Come on, | swear, | just gave her a ride home and that was it 
| just didn't want to say anything because. didn't come upstairs that night to see you. | was in a mood, just 
wanted to be by myself. Just didn't want you to think that | didn't want to see you specifically." 

"Okay," she stops and faces me again. "Where did you run into her that she needed a ride home?" 

"Just at a bar. She was pretty tipsy so | offered a ride, that's all. | swear, babe. 

"What bar?" 

‘Uh. 


"You don't know what bar?" 


"| don't fucking remember," | shrug. "It wasn't really a memorable night by any means." 


"Why did you pretend like you didn't even know who | was talking about just now?" 


"I don't know.." | mumble. "My thoughts were elsewhere, took me a moment to figure out who you're talking 


about." 


"Okay." Gwen nods slowly and pulls the building door open She doesn't say anything so | take it as a sign that 
its okay for me to follow her. Fuck, this whole situation could have been avoided very easily. That's alright 
though, | think I'm in the clear. 


Just as | breathe my sigh of relief, | realise that someone's walking down the stairs and it just so happens - 
out of dozens of people in this building - to be Kristine. | see her facial expression go from her resting bitch 
face to surprise to something akin to disgust to horror. It takes me a moment to realise why she'd stopped at 
the bottom of the stairs and what she's gaping at - her eyes are darted down to the fucking earring dangling 


from Gwen's finger. 
"Recognise this?" 
"L uh..." Kristi's horrified eyes dart to my face then back to the earring, then back to me. FUCKIN A. 


"You fucking bitch," Gwen growls at Kristi, and for a second | think she might start punching her, but instead 


she continues up the stairs. 
"You told her?!" Kristi gapes at me, and Gwen instantly stops and turns around. 


Her eyes are shooting lethal laser beams at both of us now, and if there was any doubt in my mind about 
whether | could calm her down and gloss it all over, now its completely gone. "| hope you both choke on your 


own lies." 


"I hadn't told her anything," | glare at Kristi once Gwen flips me off and speed walks up the stairs. "She found 


your stupid earring in my car." 
"Why didn't you give her some fake story?!" 


| was trying to make her believe that | only gave you a ride and you must have lost it in the car then, but 


then we ran into you and your fucking big mouth just now!" 


| push past her and run up the stairs and as l'm rounding the corner, | can see her still standing down there, 
dumbfounded, before she becomes reanimated.| don't hear the door open or shut as | keep going up, so l'm 
assuming Kristine decided that tonights not a good night for going out after all. And sure enough, once | reach 
the top floor and run up to Gwen who's fiddling with her apartment lock, Kristine shows up behind me. | shoot 
her a dirty glance and she just stays there, at the end of the hallway, rooted to the spot. 


"Come on, babe, let's talk-" 


"Don't fucking touch me, Mike," Gwen hisses. 

"Don't be so-" 

"Fuck off, Mike. Just fuck offl" She elbows me when | try to touch her. 
"Talk to me, for fuck's sake!" 


"Finel" Gwen whips around to face me. "Let's fucking talk So did you just have a make out session in the car or 


did you two fuck? Huh?" She looks over at Kristine now, raising her voice as she does. "Did you fuck, Kristine?!" 
i 


"Ah, of course you did, of course. Was it good? | personally always thought Mike's kinda selfish in bed, but 
maybe you like that?" 


"Stop it, Gwen," | mumble low. "Lets go inside." 


"Oh fuck no, you're never setting foot inside my apartment after this. I'm serious, you can go fuck the fuck 


off," she murders me with a look and finally unlocks the door. 


"What the fuck is this racket all about?" Mark appears at the top of the stairs with a guitar in hand and a 
stupid fucking grin on his face. 


* %* * 


| watch in horror as Gwen makes a 3b0 and marches past me and up to Mark; she grabs his free hand and 
places something in it, and you really don't have to be a rocket scientist to know that it's my earring, the one 
she just found in Mike's car, the one that potentially just ruined everything. A fucking piece of wire and thread 
that just messed everything up and | can only hope that it's not beyond repair. 


"Here, | found the other one. It was under the passenger seat in Mike's car. You can ask her how it got there, 


but you can probably figure it out on your own" 


| don't know what my body is doing, | don't even know if | have limbs anymore, or if my heart is beating, but 
my eyes are focused on Mark's face. At first he peers at Gwen, then at the earring, then he glances at me - 
just a momentary glance - and at Mike, and then he returns his gaze to Gwen And | don't know what to do. | 
think | might be having some kind of a stroke, but | can't move. | just stand there, watching as Mike walks up 
to Gwen in slow motion and tries to put his hands on her shoulders, her face, her back - unsuccessfully. | 
watch her walk into her apartment and physically push him out of the way, leaving him out in the hall, in slow 
motion. | watch him bang his fist on the door, making the metal 36 rattle ever so faintly against the wooden 


door. And then he leaves, swearing and cursing all the way to the first floor. 


| look over at Mark and meet his blank stare, his hand still lingering in the air, holding that goddamn earring. 
And then everything picks up speed again 


"Mark." 


"Interesting," his voice is icy cold. "So how did it get there? D'you leave any other personal belongings in Mike 


Starr's car?" 

‘Its not what you-" 

"Not what | think? Sounds like Gwen implied you and Mike Starr had sex. No?" 

"| can explain." 

"Yes or no?" He asks and even if | wanted to answer, | don't think | could make any human sound come out of 
my mouth right now, so | just stare at him. "I just find it fascinating," he speaks again and louder this time. "| 
mean.. Him?!" He points a thumb behind himself. "Was it just out of convenience? He'd give you a ride home, 
fuck you on the way, and then go sleep in Gwen's bed? Or did you- Why did you have to make me feel like | 
was walking on eggshells while you were doing that?" 

"| wasn't! He means nothing to me. Nothing is going on between him and me." 

‘Oh I'm sorry, | misunderstood.so you didn’t fuck?" 

"Don't fucking treat me like that." 


"Fucking? Pun intended?" 


"l'm sorry," | barely stop my voice from breaking. "It was a mistake, | swear. It only happened once, and I've 


been feeling so fucking guilty, you have no idea." 


"Oh, poor you. Isn't cheating just so exhausting?" Mark snarls at me as he walks past me, into the apartment, 
and | follow him in. 


"Can't you understand, | hate that | did it!" | plead but he just walks over to a cassette player and turns it on 
‘| want nothing to do with him, | swear. | was just." | hear my own heart beat so loudly, | can barely 
concentrate on what I'm saying, my breathing flowing in and out of my lungs like a hurricane. "I was afraid | 
was going to lose you." 


"So you went ahead and fucked that guy?" 


"Mark, don't act like you're a saint... 


"I've never cheated on you!" 


"That's not all that a relationship is," this time my voice trembles against my will and | start feeling the sting 
of tears in my eyes. "But you don't get it, do youl?" 


"You were just waiting for me to fail. The whole time, you were expecting me to do something wrong. ls that 


what a relationship is then?" 


‘| was hoping you wouldn't. There's a big difference. And you haven't," | try to steady my voice as best as | 
can as | follow Mark all around the apartment. "You haven't done anything wrong, and we can work through 


this. This doesn't have to be the end, Mark" 


"Do you seriously expect me to believe that you only hooked up with that guy once? And it just so happens 
that after this one, single time Gwen just happened to find out? | mean, come orl l'm not a fucking genius, but 
give me some credit here, babe," his eyes are shooting lightning bolts at me. "But you know what, its fine. | 
don't fucking care. You can finally be happy with someone you really deserve," he grabs his coat off the hook 


and storms out the door. 


"Markl" | run out into the hallway but he doesn't even flinch as he rounds the corner and | hear his footsteps 
get farther and lower in the building. "Fuck you, Mark!" | run to the staircase and lean over the handrail 
"Where are you going!?" No response. "MARK!" Nothing. "You know why you're taking this so hard? Because you 
think you were just getting into a relationship, you were becoming so fucking giddy and excited.. But you know 
what? I'd been in that relationship for months, being ignored and mistreated by youl You asshole!" | yell at him 
just before | hear the door downstairs swing shut. "FUCK!" 


My legs carry me back into the apartment somehow, and only then do | notice that Mark left his music 

on. There'll be days like this, my mama said.We could have stayed in tonight listening to this stupid shit; mama 
said, mama said..hey!; and | would have made fun of him, and he would have asked how my day was; dont you 
worry, mama said, mama said, hey! and | could have explained to him that | don't trust Kat and don't like her 
hanging around all the time; dont you worry now, and he would have understood. Mama said, mama said, 

hey! But now | haven't got a leg to stand on.. Mama said there'll be days like these..And now it's like it was all 
for nothing..shit. | just have to give him space, as much as he wants, and time too. And he'll come back to me, 
and we'll make it work. | just have to let him have it his way, let him do whatever he needs to do, and he'll 


come back eventually. Where else could he go? Mama said, mama said, hey.. 


